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Trigger Warnings




This is a dark romance intended for adult readers 18+ only. All characters are over twenty-one years of age.

This book contains intense and explicit content, including:

• Kidnapping, captivity, and forced proximity

• Graphic violence, torture, and murder in a mafia context

• Extreme BDSM dynamics (female domination, total power exchange, bondage, collar and leash, plugs, fucking machines, wax play, impact play, flogging, sensory deprivation)

• Detailed, explicit F/F sex scenes featuring consensual degradation, filthy dirty talk, possessiveness, and absolute control

• Stockholm Syndrome / psychological surrender

• Strong adult language and severely unbalanced power dynamics

• Explicit depictions of blood, weapons, and organized crime

Your mental health matters most. If any of these themes are triggering for you, please stop reading now.


Author’s Mental Health Note




Welcome to Her Sparrow, Her Cage.

This is fiction. It portrays extreme, toxic, and unhealthy relationships. You will not find heroes here. There are no soft romances or healthy dynamics.

What you will find is raw obsession, brutal power, dark desire, and characters who never apologize for who they are.

If you’re looking for comfort or light, this book is not for you.

But if you want to feel something dangerous… then welcome.

The characters are morally gray. The relationship is not — and will never be — a model for real life. Fiction is the only safe place to explore our darkest fantasies.

Always put your well-being first. Take breaks if it gets too heavy. Your mental health comes before any story.
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Synopsis




Helena was weeks away from forty with nothing to show for it: a soul-crushing job, an empty apartment, and a future that felt like slow suffocation.

Until the night she stumbled into the wrong bathroom and witnessed the ruthless queen of the Brazilian mafia beating a man to death.

Catarina Volkov doesn’t leave witnesses alive.

But instead of a bullet, she offered Helena a choice far more dangerous:

Belong to me.

Dragged into a world of blood, luxury, and absolute control, Helena goes from invisible to the personal property of the most feared woman in the country. Locked behind gilded bars, wearing nothing but a leather collar and her captor’s marks, she discovers that terror and unbearable desire are two sides of the same blade.

The more Catarina breaks her, the deeper Helena falls.

The more she surrenders, the more she realizes she has never wanted anything as much as she wants to be owned by her.

A raw, obsessive, no-limits sapphic dark romance where age is no barrier to total surrender — and freedom has never tasted so bitter.


Epigraph




“At almost forty I discovered I wasn’t invisible.

I was simply waiting for the right woman to make me her prisoner.”

— Helena, before stepping into that bathroom

“She walked into my world by accident.

She left with my name branded on her soul and my collar locked around her throat.”

— Catarina Volkov


Chapter 1




A few weeks from turning forty, the weight of my own insignificance was slowly crushing me.

As a little girl, I used to swear that by this age I would have conquered the world. Reality was far less kind. My name is Helena, and I had built absolutely nothing of value. My bank account was barely breathing, my friends had drifted away one by one over the years, and my last real relationship had expired so long ago it belonged in a museum. I was the living definition of invisible — the kind of woman people looked straight through without ever really seeing.

That particular day had been a special kind of hell at work. The humiliation ran so deep that, for the first time in my life, I — a woman who barely drank even socially — felt like I needed alcohol just to numb the noise in my head. The problem was my sense of direction was nonexistent. Even with the robotic GPS voice guiding me, I managed to get completely lost in a maze of dimly lit streets. I ended up pulling into a rundown roadside bar tucked behind a crumbling gas station. It was pure decay, the kind of place that screamed bad decisions, but exhaustion won. I killed the engine and walked inside.

If the outside looked bad, the inside was worse. The stench of old fryer grease mixed with cigarette smoke hit me like a physical blow. My survival instinct screamed at me to turn around. This isn’t going to end well, I thought. I decided I would only use the bathroom and get the hell out as fast as possible.

I walked down the narrow, tense hallway toward the back. Right in front of the peeling door hung one of those cheap yellow plastic signs: CAUTION: WET FLOOR. I glanced at the ground. Not a single drop of water. Honestly? With how full my bladder was, the only way I wasn’t using that bathroom was if it was flooded and the toilets were completely clogged.

I pushed the door open.

And froze.


Chapter 2




I guess the universe had other plans for my bladder.

The scene in front of me was so absurd that my brain refused to process it for a full second. On the filthy tiled floor, a man knelt with his face covered in blood. Standing over him was a woman. She was stunning — sharp cheekbones, impeccable designer clothes, and a sleek updo I could never achieve on my own hair. The contrast was grotesque: with terrifying calm, this elegant, high-society woman delivered brutal punches to the kneeling man’s face.

Behind him, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, stood a mountain of a man. He radiated pure danger — the kind of predator who didn’t need to move to prove he was lethal.

My mouth fell open, but the scream died in my throat. The elegant woman stopped mid-swing and slowly turned her head toward me. Her eyes were pools of ice, cold enough to freeze hell itself. I took one shaky step back, trying to flee, but my spine collided with a solid wall of muscle. It wasn’t a wall. It was another man I hadn’t even noticed.

“Tie her up,” the woman ordered. Her voice was soft, almost velvety, but it carried absolute authority.

My brain finally snapped into gear. “Ma’am, please… I won’t… I swear I won’t—” I stammered, my voice cracking.

“Shh, little sparrow,” she whispered, cutting me off smoothly. “You don’t want to delay me. You don’t want to irritate me. And you definitely don’t want to disobey me. Stay quiet.”

I swallowed a sob, tasting bile rising in my throat. In the blink of an eye, the man behind me twisted my wrists behind my back and bound them tightly. I didn’t fight. My legs felt like lead. My eyes burned with unshed tears as one clear thought cut through the panic: My life just went from bad to over.

The woman ignored my presence and turned her attention back to the man on the floor. She landed two more sharp, precise punches before stopping.

“Pay up, Adalberto.”

“Ma’am, please…” He spat blood onto the tiles. “I swear I’ll have the money next month!”

She hit him again. The sickening crack of bone echoed through the small bathroom. “Fine,” she sighed, adjusting a ring on her finger as if she were bored. “I’ll grant the extension. But this is the first and last time. You know what we do to people who break their agreements. And you really don’t want to deal with me again.”

“Thank you, ma’am! I swear I’ll pay!” Adalberto whimpered, bowing so low he nearly kissed her expensive shoes. In that moment, I understood him completely.

She turned. The muscular bodyguard handed her a white cloth, and she wiped the blood from her knuckles with the delicate grace of someone cleaning fine crystal. Then those icy eyes returned to me. She studied me for several long, unbearable seconds.

“Adalberto, give me your hoodie,” she ordered.

The man obeyed frantically. She took the garment and held it out to me. “Put it on.”

Thank God I was already paralyzed by shock, because the thought of wearing that filthy hoodie — still warm and stained with fresh blood and sweat — made my stomach twist violently. I hesitated for half a second.

“Little sparrow…” Her voice dropped an octave, low and dangerous. “You don’t want to test me.”

My mouth went dry. She made a subtle gesture, and the man behind me cut the ties from my wrists. I stepped forward in slow motion, hands trembling, and pulled the thick, damp fabric over my head. The metallic stench of blood invaded my nostrils.

That was when she drew the knife.

I didn’t scream, but a stubborn tear finally escaped and slid down my cheek. With one quick, precise movement, she cut a hole in the front pocket of the hoodie.

“Put your hands in the pocket, then push them through the hole,” she commanded.

I obeyed. As soon as my hands met beneath the fabric, I felt the cold plastic of a thick zip tie wrap around my wrists. She pulled it brutally tight. The sharp click of the plastic locking sealed my fate. I couldn’t pull my arms out of the hoodie anymore. From the outside, I simply looked like someone cold, hiding her hands in her pockets.

She tugged the hood over my head, covering half my face.

“You’re going to walk out of this bathroom with your head down,” she said, her face inches from mine. “You will not scream. You will not ask for help. You will walk straight to the parking lot. There’s a white van waiting. Knock three times on the side door and get in. We’ll be watching you the entire time. Don’t try anything. Or do… and give me the immense pleasure of killing you right here.”

I drew in a shaky breath of the stale bathroom air. I don’t know how my legs kept me upright, but I obeyed on pure autopilot. Terror had become a silent, roaring engine inside me.

I left the bathroom with my head lowered. I crossed the bar. No one noticed the blood on the hoodie. No one found anything strange. I was a ghost walking toward my own grave. I felt invisible eyes burning into the back of my neck with every step through the dark parking lot.

I stopped in front of the white van. I knocked three times on the cold metal.

The side door slid open, revealing nothing but darkness inside.

And I stepped in.


Chapter 3




I only found out later that while Catarina finished breaking Adalberto in that filthy bathroom, a silent command had already been given. The white van wasn’t some last-minute improvisation — it was a clean, efficient protocol designed to make me disappear without leaving a single trace that could lead back to the bar.

The moment the side door slid open, rough hands shoved me inside. I crashed to my knees on the cold metal floor. The stench of mold, old oil, and gasoline wrapped around me like a filthy blanket. Inside, a woman with heavily muscled arms and a gun holstered at her hip waited in silence. Without saying a word, she forced a thick cloth gag into my mouth and tied it so tightly at the back of my neck that it dug into my skin.

She hauled me up violently and pushed me into a narrow metal cage at the rear of the van. It was so tight I could barely breathe, let alone sit down. I remained standing, squeezed in like livestock ready for slaughter. The woman frisked me roughly, her hands impersonal and brutal. When she found my phone in my pocket, she didn’t hesitate — she carried it to the front, smashed it to pieces, and tossed the remains out the window as she peeled out, tires screaming against the asphalt. My last chance at rescue disappeared behind us, shattered on the dark road.

The drive felt endless — a nightmare of jolts, darkness, and the constant pressure of the gag cutting into my mouth. When the van finally stopped, the sound that reached me wasn’t city traffic but the deafening roar of jet engines. We were at a private airfield.

The woman yanked open the cage, ripped the gag from my mouth with a force that nearly tore my lips, and shoved me outside. Cold runway wind whipped across my face. Two men in dark suits flanked me immediately — I couldn’t tell if they were the same ones from the bar; my vision was blurred with panic — and marched me up the stairs into the luxurious interior of a private jet.


Chapter 4




The contrast hit me like a punch to the stomach.

The interior of the jet smelled of expensive leather and subtle imported perfume — the complete opposite of the blood-soaked nightmare I’d just been dragged from. The woman shoved me into a plush leather seat directly facing her. Catarina was already comfortably settled, casually scrolling through a magazine on her tablet like she was waiting for a massage at some luxury spa.

One of the bodyguards buckled my seatbelt so tightly it dug into my ribs. I couldn’t bring myself to meet her eyes. I dropped my gaze to the floor, then forced it toward the window. When the engines roared to life for takeoff, I squeezed my eyes shut, fighting a silent war against the tears threatening to spill.

Once the plane leveled out high above the clouds, the soft sound of footsteps on the carpet made me flinch. An immaculate flight attendant with a plastic smile appeared beside us.

“Would you like anything to drink?” she asked politely.

My throat was a desert. I almost begged for water, but the words died before they could form. When I looked at the attendant, the horrifying truth sank in: she didn’t see a terrified, kidnapped woman. She only saw whatever Catarina wanted her to see. I looked away quickly, swallowing my panic like broken glass.

“A double whiskey, please,” Catarina said, her voice smooth and velvety. “And a glass of water with a straw.”

The attendant nodded and returned moments later with the drinks. To my surprise, Catarina picked up the water, leaned slightly forward, and held the straw to my lips.

I hesitated for half a second, but the thirst was stronger than my pride. I drank greedily, the cold liquid soothing my raw throat. “Th-thank you,” I whispered, voice hoarse.

She leaned back in her seat, swirling the ice in her whiskey glass, and studied me with those predatory eyes. “You’re not having a lucky day, little sparrow,” she said casually, the words sending ice down my spine. “I don’t usually handle this kind of cleanup myself. But since I was already in the city, I decided to take care of the loose end personally.” She took a slow sip, then added, “On the other hand… I didn’t kill you in that bathroom. So perhaps you’re a little lucky after all.”

I didn’t know whether to thank her, beg for my life, or just cry until I passed out. I’d always imagined that in a life-or-death situation my survival instinct would kick in with something clever. Instead, I simply closed my eyes and swallowed hard, feeling the crushing weight of my complete helplessness.

The minutes stretched into what felt like hours. The pressure in my bladder — the same one that had started back at the bar — had become pure torture. “I… I really need to use the bathroom,” I said, my voice barely audible. “Please. I won’t try anything. I swear.”

Catarina stared at me in silence for a long moment. Then, slowly, she unbuckled her own belt, stood up, and drew the same knife she’d used earlier. My blood turned to ice. I held my breath as she leaned over me. With a quick, efficient motion, she cut the zip tie binding my wrists beneath the hoodie. Air rushed back into my lungs in a shaky sob.

“Go,” she said coldly.

I stood on trembling legs and locked myself inside the tiny, luxurious bathroom. The second the door clicked shut, I fell apart. I relieved myself, then cried silently until my shoulders shook with sobs. I drank water straight from the tap and scrubbed my face raw, as if I could wash the entire nightmare off my skin.

My God… what a day.

When I finally returned to my seat, I curled up as small as possible. To my surprise, she didn’t order me tied up again.

“I’m going to my private cabin,” Catarina announced, rising with the elegant grace of a queen. “We still have two hours of flight time. I haven’t decided what to do with you yet. So when I return, you’d better be sitting exactly here. Understood?”

She didn’t wait for an answer. She turned and disappeared through the door at the back of the jet.

And I stayed there, frozen in place, obeying an invisible command.

She only reappeared when the landing announcement sounded.

I descended the jet stairs with my head down, hands free but instinctively tucked inside the bloodstained hoodie pocket. Night had swallowed everything. I was directed into an armored SUV while Catarina entered a different vehicle ahead of us. The moment my door slammed shut, the bodyguard beside me pulled out a thick black blindfold.

Before I could react, the world went completely dark. The engine roared, carrying me deeper into the unknown.


Chapter 5




The crunch of tires on gravel was the only warning that the journey had finally ended. Rough hands dragged me out of the SUV, still blindfolded. The air here was different — thick, humid, and heavy with the metallic scent of damp earth. I was marched forward by calloused grips, down what felt like dozens of concrete steps. The echo of our footsteps told me everything: we were underground. A basement.

When they finally ripped the blindfold off, the harsh yellow light from a single bare bulb stabbed my eyes. I blinked rapidly until the world came into focus. My stomach plummeted.

It was a cell. Not a room with walls — just a square cage of thick iron bars stretching from floor to ceiling. No privacy whatsoever. In the center of the tiny space lay a single thin foam mattress so pathetic it looked like a dirty sheet thrown over the cold concrete.

I was shoved inside. The metallic clang of the door slamming shut and the heavy click of the lock sounded like a death sentence. Footsteps faded away, leaving me in absolute silence. Alone.

I dropped to my knees on that miserable mattress and, for the first time since the bar, let the terror completely consume me. I cried until my throat burned raw, until exhaustion — mental and physical — dragged me into a deep, dreamless sleep.

I woke up the next day — or maybe a lifetime later. Time had lost all meaning in that hole.

The first thing I saw when I opened my swollen eyes was her.

Catarina.

She sat outside the bars on a simple wooden chair, legs elegantly crossed, looking every inch the queen. The contrast between her regal posture and my filthy, broken state was humiliating. In her hands she held an untouched bottle of water and a piece of bread. She watched me in silence, like a scientist observing an interesting specimen.

I stood slowly, every bone aching from the hard floor. I walked to the bars on shaky legs. She passed the water and bread through the iron slats without a word.

“Thank you,” I croaked, my voice rough as sandpaper.

Once again, I waited for some brave sentence to come — a demand for answers, a plea for freedom. But hunger and fear are cruel masters. I devoured the dry bread like it was a gourmet meal and drained the entire bottle in seconds, the water scraping down my parched throat.

Catarina didn’t speak. She simply watched me eat, those icy eyes unreadable.

When I finished, she rose gracefully, smoothing an invisible wrinkle in her tailored pants, and turned to leave. Panic surged through me at the thought of being left alone again.

“Wait!” I grabbed the bars, voice cracking. “I… I need to use the bathroom.”

Catarina paused. She turned her head slowly and let out a low, humorless laugh.

“I think that’s the only sentence you know how to say, little sparrow,” she mocked, her tone dripping with disdain.

Still, she gave a small signal. The same muscular bodyguard from the bar emerged from the shadows, unlocked the cell, and escorted me to a tiny, grimy bathroom at the end of the corridor. I did what I needed to do under the heavy pressure of his stare through the half-open door.

When he brought me back, the cell door clanged shut again. But something had changed. In the corner beside the mattress sat a plastic bucket.

I stared at it, stunned. Understanding slammed into me like a fist to the chest. I squeezed my eyes shut, digging my nails into my palms to keep the tears of humiliation from falling in front of her.

Catarina stepped close to the bars, her face only inches from mine, and whispered with chilling cruelty:

“In case you need to go before I return. And believe me… I’ll be gone a long time.”


Chapter 6




The moment Catarina’s heels disappeared down the corridor, the silence of the basement crushed me like a physical weight.

I collapsed.

I cried until there were no tears left, until my eyes swelled shut and my throat felt raw and bleeding. Time lost all meaning. Hours? Days? In that yellowish half-light, my sanity slowly leaked away. The only thing anchoring me to reality was the hard-faced woman who appeared every so often. She never spoke. She simply slid a plain plate of food through the bars and, with a curt nod, escorted me to the filthy bathroom at the end of the hall. I always went before I even touched the food. Thank God, I thought, someone here still has a shred of humanity. Anything was better than using the plastic bucket staring at me from the corner like a sick reminder of what I had become.

This degrading routine dragged on for what I guessed were three days.

On the fourth day, the pattern finally broke.

The sound echoing down the concrete stairs wasn’t the heavy boots of my mute jailer. It was the sharp, rhythmic click of stiletto heels.

A different woman stopped in front of the bars. She was absurdly elegant — perfectly tailored suit, sky-high heels, and an aura of quiet authority. The lock clicked loudly. She opened the cell door.

“Out. Follow me,” she ordered, voice strictly professional.

I obeyed. What choice did I have? My legs were weak, but I followed her through a confusing maze of corridors until we stopped in front of a plain white door.

“Take a quick shower. Put on what’s waiting on the sink,” she said without looking at me. “Don’t take long. Mistress Catarina is waiting for you in her office.”

The bathroom was simple but clean. The second I locked the door and turned on the hot water, a wave of pure relief washed over me. The scalding spray beat against my dirty, aching skin, stripping away layers of terror, blood, and grime. I scrubbed myself raw, trying to erase the smell of fear and mold from my body. I brushed my teeth with my finger and the small tube of toothpaste I found there.

When I stepped out, the clothes waiting for me fit perfectly — soft jeans and a simple white tank top. They knew my exact size. A shiver ran down my spine.

The elegant woman was waiting. We walked up a carpeted staircase, and the air gradually changed. The damp, earthy smell of the basement gave way to fresh coffee and expensive perfume. She opened a pair of heavy wooden double doors and gestured for me to enter.

It was a luxurious office. Mahogany bookshelves, Persian rugs, and a massive glass desk dominated the room. And behind that desk sat the woman from the bar.

Catarina.

If she had looked like a queen in that disgusting bathroom, here — in her natural habitat — she was a lethal goddess. She wore a tailored black blazer that hugged her curves like a second skin, her dark hair falling in perfect waves. Power and beauty radiated from her in equal measure.

“Sit.”

The command was soft, but it left no room for refusal. I lowered myself into the leather chair across from her desk and immediately dropped my gaze to the floor. I was too afraid to look her in the eyes.

The silence stretched, thick and heavy, until she sighed and began slowly spinning a silver pen between her long fingers.

“I still don’t know what to do with you, little sparrow,” she said calmly. “I don’t usually show mercy. In fact, I’ve never had a problem quite like you on my hands. My loose ends are normally buried, not fed and housed.”

I risked a quick glance upward. My mind screamed the obvious: Let me go. Please just let me go.

Catarina tilted her head, those icy eyes piercing straight through me as if she could read every terrified thought. A small, cruel, beautiful smile curved her lips.

“No,” she said softly. “I’m not letting you go.”

Panic squeezed my throat. “Ma’am… please,” I whispered, voice shaking. “I’m not a threat. I swear I won’t go to the police. The man from the bar won’t either—”

She set the pen down with a sharp click that sounded like a gunshot.

“For now, you stay here. Until I decide your fate.”

Exhaustion, fear, and frustration finally broke me. I let out a heavy, defeated sigh, my shoulders slumping. It was just a reflex. A fatal mistake.

The temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees. Catarina leaned forward across the glass desk, her lethal beauty now inches from my face.

“You’d rather die?” she whispered. Each word was a blade pressed against my throat.

My heart stopped. “No, ma’am…” I swallowed hard and straightened instantly, terrified. “Here is… here is perfect.”

She studied me for several more seconds, letting the fear cook me slowly. Then she leaned back, her expression returning to bored indifference.

“Good. We’re in agreement. I’ve prepared another room for you.”

I blinked, confused by the sudden shift.

“Th-thank you.”


Chapter 7




The same impeccably dressed woman led me through the carpeted corridors to my new prison. When she opened the door, my brain short-circuited.

It was disturbingly luxurious.

A spacious, brightly lit suite that smelled of fresh lavender and new paint. The reason for the paint became obvious immediately: thick black iron bars had been freshly installed over the large glass windows. There was a king-sized bed with sheets so soft they felt like clouds, a massive flat-screen TV, a top-of-the-line computer, a stocked glass minibar, and a private bathroom lined with marble.

It would have been a five-star hotel room — pure paradise — if the original wooden door hadn’t been ripped out and replaced with a heavy iron grate identical to a maximum-security prison cell.

The woman stopped just outside, keys in hand. “You may use the TV and the computer,” she said, her voice completely emotionless. “But remember: every click, every channel, every second is monitored. Don’t try to be clever.”

I swallowed hard and nodded. She locked the iron grate with a heavy, final click and disappeared down the hallway.

I was alone.

I walked slowly around the room, trailing my fingers over the polished wood furniture and the impossibly soft comforter. It was sick, twisted… but an uncomfortable truth settled in my chest: this cage was infinitely better than my tiny, moldy apartment in the suburbs. Realizing that terrified me more than the bars themselves.

Was I already starting to feel grateful to my captors?

The following days blurred together in a haze of paranoia and forced comfort. My routine was dictated by the sound of the lock opening three times a day. Silent figures dressed in black entered to deliver chef-quality meals and clean the bathroom. I huddled in the corner of the bed, knees to my chest, avoiding eye contact. They never spoke to me. They treated me like I was invisible — a ghost haunting my own golden cage.

The anxiety was a slow poison. What did they want from me? Why keep me alive, fed, and living in luxury? The uncertainty was worse than the dark basement had been.

The answer came one random afternoon, announced by a sound that made my stomach drop and the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

The unmistakable click of stiletto heels echoing down the corridor.

The predator was approaching the cage.

I shot to my feet when the slender, lethal figure stopped on the other side of the iron bars. Catarina had returned. And the cold, calculating smile playing on her perfect lips told me my waiting period was over.

The real game was about to begin.


Chapter 8




Catarina walked slowly into the room, her sharp heels sinking into the plush carpet with every deliberate step. She looked like she was inspecting the cage she had so carefully built for me.

“You were in the wrong place at the wrong time,” she began, her voice smooth and completely devoid of empathy. “I understand that. But unfortunately for you, I can’t simply let you go.”

“I…” I tried to speak, but the words died in my throat.

“It doesn’t matter what you promise,” she cut me off, reading my thoughts with terrifying accuracy. “Desperate people’s promises aren’t worth the air they waste on them.”

I swallowed hard, my sweaty hands gripping the fabric of my jeans. “What are you going to do with me, then?”

She stopped and let her gaze travel slowly up and down my body — clinical, predatory, assessing. “I could put you to work in our businesses. We have underground casinos. Bars. You could serve drinks…” She paused deliberately, letting the double meaning of “serve” hang heavy in the air. “Or you could become a mule and traffic our product across the borders. Though, looking at you, I doubt you have the stomach for swallowing drug capsules.”

Thank God I was already sitting on the edge of the bed, because my knees would have given out. The mental image of myself in a filthy brothel or dying with my stomach ruptured by narcotics made the room spin.

“You know…” My voice came out thin and pathetic. “On second thought, this room is actually wonderful. If I could just… get a little sunlight once in a while…”

Catarina narrowed her eyes. The look she gave me could have frozen hell over. “I’m not a hotel, little sparrow.”

“I… please,” I begged, my dignity already ground to dust.

She let out a long sigh, pure boredom at my weakness. She walked until she stood directly in front of me.

“Kneel,” she ordered, her voice low and dangerous. “Right here. At my feet.”

I blinked, stunned. What?

My fragmented mind almost let out a hysterical laugh. Is she serious? But terror quickly smothered any trace of defiance. This wasn’t a game. This was power — raw, lethal, and absolute.

I slid off the bed before my brain could catch up. My knees hit the soft carpet. I stayed there, curled in on myself, head bowed, staring at the flawless leather of her shoes. My heart hammered against my ribs so hard I thought it might crack them. I held my breath, waiting. Was she going to pull my hair? Draw the knife again? Slap me like she had the man in the bathroom?

Nothing happened.

I heard the soft rustle of her blazer, the click of her heels as she turned, and then the rhythmic sound of her stilettos fading toward the door.

The heavy metallic click of the iron grate locking echoed through the room like a gunshot.

I lifted my head, incredulous. She had simply walked out.

I remained there on my knees in the empty room, staring at the locked grate. There was no physical pain, but the humiliation burned like acid in my veins. She hadn’t needed to hit me. She didn’t even need to touch me. All she had to do was show me how insignificant I was — so worthless that I didn’t even deserve her attention after I’d already submitted.

I let my body slump back onto my heels, feeling like the most pathetic creature on earth.


Chapter 9




The days that followed were a brutal test of my sanity.

Being locked in that luxurious room with the memory of kneeling at her feet still burning in my mind felt like slow, silent torture. Every tiny sound in the corridor made me jump, my heart leaping into my throat as I waited for the grate to open.

When she finally returned, the sun was already setting, bathing the room in a deep orange glow through the iron bars on the windows.

The lock clicked.

Catarina stepped inside.

This time she wasn’t wearing one of her sharp business suits. She wore a dark silk robe that clung to her body like liquid shadow, elegant and deadly. She stopped in the center of the room and studied me with that same calculated coldness. I stood up from the bed instinctively, heart pounding in my throat.

“I’ve been thinking about your fate these past few days, little sparrow,” she began, her velvety voice breaking the heavy silence. “And I’ve decided to make you an offer. One that goes against every bit of good sense I possess… and one I might regret tomorrow.”

I swallowed hard, my hands clenching at my sides. “Okay…” I whispered, terrified that breathing too loudly might make her change her mind.

Catarina took one slow step closer. The rich scent of her perfume invaded my space. Her icy eyes dropped to my mouth, then rose again, locking onto mine with unnerving intensity.

“I want you to be mine.”

The air vanished from my lungs. The world stopped spinning for a heartbeat. “What?” The word slipped out before I could stop it. My mind spun wildly. Mine? Like a pet? A slave? A toy?

She ignored my shock, her expression unchanging. “I’m going to unlock this door. You’ll have permission to move around the property. But make no mistake — do not confuse privilege with freedom. If you even think about trying to escape, the guard dogs will reach you long before my men do. And they are not trained to restrain. They are trained to tear apart.”

A violent shiver ripped down my spine. I nodded slowly, unable to look away from her.

“The rules are simple,” she continued, her tone shifting into pure command. “You do exactly what I say. For now, you will have dinner with me every night when I summon you. And above all, you will obey me instantly — what I say, when I say it, and exactly how I want it. No hesitation. No questions. Am I clear?”

I was trading one small cage for a much larger one. I was handing over the last scraps of my free will to a sadistic, fascinating criminal. But the alternative was death… or something far worse in the depths of this place.

I glanced at the unlocked door behind her, then back at the woman who now held my entire life in her hands.

“All right,” I said, my voice shaky but steady enough to seal my fate. “I accept.”

A tiny, almost imperceptible smile curved the corner of Catarina’s lips. The contract was signed.

And I had no idea what I had just sold my soul for.


Chapter 10




The golden cage had opened its doors, but I quickly realized the real prison wasn’t made of iron bars.

It was made of luxury and dangerous dependency.

I began exploring the property with the wary caution of a wild animal released into unfamiliar territory. The mansion was spectacular — isolated from the world by high stone walls and armed guards who pretended not to see me but whose eyes followed my every movement. I discovered a colossal library with floor-to-ceiling oak shelves that smelled of old paper and rich leather. It became my sanctuary. For the first time in what felt like forever, I could step into the garden and feel real sunlight on my skin. The warmth made me cry the first time, a silent reminder that I was still alive.

But the real transformation didn’t happen under the sun.

It happened at night.

Catarina kept her word. Some evenings I was summoned to dinner. The first time was terrifying. I sat at the long dining table surrounded by her and her closest men — including the human tank from the bathroom, whose name I later learned was Ivan.

As the weeks passed, however, the bizarre dynamic began to shift. The paralyzing terror slowly gave way to a morbid, addictive curiosity. We talked. At first the conversations were short, sharp, and loaded with tension. But gradually, the expensive wine and impeccable food loosened my defenses.

There was one unspoken, unbreakable rule between us: I never asked who she truly was or what she did to maintain her empire of blood and silk. In return, she treated me not as a prisoner, but as a peculiar guest. A valuable, carefully guarded possession.

The most terrifying part wasn’t the armed men or the fact that I was sharing meals with dangerous criminals.

The most terrifying part was what was happening inside my own head.

I was starting to forget.

I was forgetting my moldy little apartment, my soul-crushing job, the empty, invisible life I had lived for almost forty years. Here, inside these walls, I existed. I mattered — even if it was only as the personal “little sparrow” of the most dangerous woman I had ever met. In a sick, twisted way, I felt like I finally belonged to something.

And then came the realization that kept me awake at night.

On the days Catarina had to leave to handle “business,” the entire mansion lost its color. The library felt dull. The food turned tasteless. I would pace back and forth in my barred room, heart racing, ears straining for any sound in the hallway.

I was anxious.

I was waiting for her.

When the unmistakable click of her stiletto heels finally echoed across the marble floors, a wave of shameful relief and dark euphoria would wash over me.

I had started to like being with her.

I liked her attention.

I liked the danger that rolled off her in waves.

Stockholm Syndrome? Probably. Psychology would have given it a cold, clinical name. But honestly? If losing my sanity was the price to never return to the gray, invisible existence I had before… I was more than willing to pay it.


Chapter 10.5: Blood and Whiskey (Catarina’s POV)




The VIP room of the underground casino reeked of cheap cigars, testosterone, and fear.

I sat at the head of the poker table, my impeccable dark suit a sharp contrast to the decaying opulence around me. To my right, Greco stood motionless like a granite statue. Near the door, Kira kept her hand resting casually near her tactical holster, ready for war.

Across the table, Macedo — the port zone alliance leader — smiled with nicotine-stained teeth and stubbed out his cigar in the crystal ashtray.

“You have to understand, Catarina…” he began, using that condescending tone men in our world loved to use with me. “The port is men’s business. My European associates don’t like negotiating with… women. They think you’re too emotional. Too unstable. A woman sitting at the top of a mafia empire is a joke that’s lasted far too long.”

I slowly spun the signet ring on my index finger, my face frozen in a mask of absolute boredom. “Funny you should mention instability, Macedo. My accountants tell me you lost three shipments last month through sheer incompetence. I came here to offer a partnership that would save your neck. I don’t ask for permission. I take what I want.”

His smile vanished. Wounded male pride was always the most predictable and dangerous thing in the world.

“You’re very arrogant for a bitch who stole the boss’s chair,” he spat, his hand dropping quickly beneath the table.

That was the only warning we got.

“Gun!” Kira shouted.

Hell exploded inside the VIP room.

Macedo drew his pistol, but before he could aim, Greco flipped the heavy wooden poker table upward like a shield. Gunfire tore through the air. Wood splintered inches from my face.

I drew my Glock in one fluid motion. Kira was already firing, dropping two of Macedo’s guards at the door. Blood sprayed across the red velvet wallpaper.

“Boss, back exit! Now!” Greco roared, laying down cover fire.

I wasn’t some damsel. I had built this empire on the corpses of men who underestimated me. I rolled across the floor, came up in a crouch, and fired twice. The first bullet hit Macedo’s shoulder. The second tore through his throat. He collapsed, choking on his own blood.

But there was a traitor.

Someone from my own external security had leaked the meeting location and let more of Macedo’s men slip in through the service corridor.

As Greco kicked open the back door, one of the rival thugs fired blindly. I felt the impact before I heard the shot — like a flaming baseball bat slamming into my arm.

The air left my lungs. I staggered, my hand flying to the wound. Hot blood was already soaking through my white silk shirt beneath the jacket.

“Catarina!” Kira screamed. She emptied her magazine into the shooter, turning him into a sieve, while Greco grabbed my uninjured arm and practically carried me down the corridor to the waiting armored SUV.

I was thrown into the back seat. Greco floored it, tires screeching on wet asphalt. Kira jumped in beside me and ripped open the first-aid kit with bloodstained hands.

“Let me see,” she demanded, tearing my shirt. “Fuck. It went through, but you’re losing too much blood. Greco, tell Silvia to prep the medical wing!”

I leaned my head against the leather seat, breathing shallow and ragged. The pain was excruciating, a burning fire spreading through my entire arm. With a trembling hand, I opened the built-in minibar, grabbed a bottle of whiskey, and took a long swig straight from the neck. The alcohol burned down my throat, mixing with the metallic taste of blood in my mouth.

I closed my eyes.

I should have been planning retaliation. Planning how to burn what remained of Macedo’s alliance to the ground and find the rat who had betrayed us.

But as blood seeped between my fingers, the only thing I could think about was her.

Helena.

Her wide, frightened eyes. Her soft skin. The way she trembled under my touch. A dark, irrational hunger surged through me, stronger than the pain. I didn’t want sterile lights and doctors stitching me up. I wanted to walk into her room, smell her fear and need, and remind myself that I was still alive by breaking something beautiful.

“Cancel the medical wing,” I ordered, voice hoarse.

“What? Boss, you need stitches—” Kira protested.

“I said cancel it,” I growled, the ice in my voice freezing the entire car. “Take me home. And make sure no one follows me upstairs.”

I was bleeding, reeking of gunpowder and whiskey, about to break every rule I had ever set for myself.

But tonight, the monster needed her little sparrow.


Chapter 11




The darkness of the room shattered as the grate was unlocked with violent force.

I woke with a violent start, heart slamming against my ribs, yanking the sheet up to my neck like a shield. Catarina’s silhouette filled the doorway, backlit by the faint hallway light. She closed the iron grate behind her and leaned her forehead against the bars for a second, breathing hard and uneven.

The smell hit me before my eyes could adjust — whiskey, cold sweat, and the sharp metallic tang of blood. I wouldn’t learn until days later that she had taken a bullet that night. In that moment, all I saw was a wounded predator stalking into my cage.

She didn’t say a single word.

Catarina crossed the room in hard, purposeful strides. Before I could pull away or ask what had happened, she was on me. Her hands — surprisingly cold — gripped the back of my neck with possessive force, fingers burying themselves in my hair. Then her mouth crashed down on mine.

It wasn’t a kiss. It was a claiming. Brutal. Desperate. The taste of whiskey and blood flooded my tongue as she kissed me like a woman proving to herself she was still alive.

I should have pushed her away. I should have fought. But weeks of loneliness and unbearable tension had already broken something inside me. To my own shock — and I felt her slight jolt, so it shocked her too — I kissed her back. My hands slid up to her shoulders, pulling her closer, opening my mouth wider, matching her hunger with my own.

A low, guttural moan escaped her throat. The ice queen melted. With impatient, almost angry movements, she ripped my shirt over my head and threw it aside. The cool air kissed my skin for only a second before the heat of her mouth descended — sucking, biting, claiming my neck, my collarbone, my breasts.

I gasped, head falling back against the pillow. Her hands were everywhere, skilled and demanding, mapping my body like territory she already owned. She stripped the rest of my clothes away until I lay completely naked beneath her, exposed and burning.

Catarina kissed her way down my stomach, spreading my thighs with a strength that allowed no resistance. The first stroke of her hot tongue against my center sent an electric shock up my spine. I fisted the sheets, choking back a cry. She was merciless. Her tongue and lips devoured me with devastating precision while her fingers pushed inside, stretching me, filling the aching emptiness I hadn’t even realized I carried.

The rhythm was frantic. Desperate. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. The entire world narrowed to her scent, the weight of her body, and the devastating pleasure ripping me apart.

“Catarina…” Her name tore from my lips like a broken prayer.

It hit me without warning — violent, perfect, blinding. My back arched off the bed as the orgasm tore through me, so intense my vision went white. Tears slipped from the corners of my eyes.

I lay there panting, chest heaving, already reaching for her, ready to return the pleasure, to finally break the last wall between us.

But her weight disappeared.

I opened my eyes, still dazed. Catarina was already standing. She calmly adjusted the dark robe over her body, her face once again a perfect mask of ice, hiding every trace of the starving woman who had just devoured me.

She didn’t look back. She didn’t say a word. She simply walked to the grate, unlocked it, and left.

The heavy click of the lock sounded like a slap across my face.

She didn’t return the next day. Or the day after that.

I was left alone in the rumpled bed, naked and trembling, drowning in the memory of her touch like an addict craving the next hit.


Chapter 12




When the grate finally opened days later, I was already teetering on the edge of madness.

Catarina stepped inside. The lethal danger still clung to her like a second skin, but something had shifted in her icy eyes — a dark, ravenous hunger. She stopped a few feet away, her gaze sliding over my body as if I were already naked and spread out for her.

“I want you,” she said, voice low and rough.

My breath caught. “Okay,” I whispered.

She took one step closer, invading my space until the scent of her expensive perfume wrapped around me like chains. “You are mine. You belong to me.” Each word felt like a brand sinking into my skin. “Mine to use. Mine to break. Mine to protect.”

Fuck.

My mind spun, desperately searching for the quiet, proper woman I used to be. She was gone. The raw truth was far more terrifying: I was exhausted. Life had already shattered me long before Catarina took me. I was so starved for touch, for being seen, that her dark promise of ownership sounded like salvation.

“I accept,” I said, my voice steadier this time. I looked straight into her eyes. “I’ll do whatever you want. But… I’ve never been with a woman before. So…”

A predatory spark flared in her gaze. The corner of her mouth curved into a dangerous smile. “Don’t worry, little sparrow. Come. We’re going to my room.”

I followed her through the corridors like a woman walking to her own execution — and her salvation.

Her master suite was a sanctuary of dark silk, shadows, and raw power. The moment the door locked behind us, the air thickened.

“You sleep here from now on,” she told me, voice absolute. “Unless I say otherwise. If I command it, you return to your cage. Understood?”

I nodded.

“Take off your clothes.”

My fingers trembled, but I obeyed. Piece by piece, I let everything fall until I stood completely bare under her devouring stare.

“Lie on your back on the bed. Arms above your head.”

The cool silk made my skin pebble. I lay down and stretched my arms high, feeling more vulnerable than I ever had in my life.

“Spread your legs.”

I did.

Catarina climbed onto the bed with the graceful menace of a panther. She didn’t rush. Instead, she began a slow, exquisite torture. Her hot mouth kissed and bit the inside of my thighs, her tongue tracing wet paths along my skin. Her hands gripped my legs possessively. Two sharp, stinging slaps landed on my thighs, making me gasp.

“Such a pretty, wet little thing,” she murmured against my skin.

When her mouth finally reached my center, it was with deliberate, devastating slowness. Every stroke of her tongue over my folds was calculated to drive me insane. The pleasure was so sharp my hands instinctively flew down to grip her hair.

She stopped instantly.

Catarina lifted her head, eyes flashing with steel. “Hands above your head. Don’t move them again.”

“Okay… Mistress,” I breathed, putting my arms back where they belonged, heart hammering.

She returned to me with renewed hunger. Her tongue found my clit and the pressure built fast — too fast. I was right there, trembling on the edge… and she pulled away.

I whimpered in frustration.

She crawled up my body, attacking my breasts, sucking and biting my nipples until I moaned loudly. Then she moved back down, licking me again, sliding two fingers deep inside. The contrast destroyed me. I bucked against her mouth, desperate.

Her palm slapped down firmly on my lower belly, pinning my hips to the mattress. “Stay still.”

I obeyed, shaking with need.

She edged me again and again — bringing me to the brink only to deny me. By the time she finally had two fingers buried inside me and her mouth sealed around my clit, I was sobbing.

“Mistress…” I cried, voice breaking with desperation and submission. “Mistress, please… please let me come.”

Catarina paused just long enough to speak against my soaked flesh. “Now that you’ve learned how to address me properly… come for me.”

The orgasm crashed over me like lightning — violent, blinding, consuming. I screamed her title, body convulsing, nails digging into the sheets above my head as wave after wave tore through me.

Catarina stayed with me through every shudder, then climbed up my body. She cupped my face and kissed me deeply, letting me taste myself on her tongue.

When the storm finally passed, she pulled me into her arms. I lay there, head resting on the chest of the woman who had kidnapped me, while her fingers traced slow, protective patterns down my bare back.

I was her prisoner.

But in that moment, in her bed, I had never felt so free.


Chapter 13




The silence in the room was broken only by our ragged breathing.

I stayed curled against her, skin slick with sweat, head resting on her chest as her fingers traced lazy patterns along my bare back. The contrast between the merciless woman who had just ruined me and the one holding me now still made my head spin.

“I never thought you’d be into women,” I murmured, voice hoarse, tracing a fingertip over her shoulder. “You’re so… beautiful. Elegant. Powerful. Rich.”

Catarina let out a low, amused laugh that vibrated through her chest and into mine. “Those things have nothing to do with it, my little sparrow. For the record, I like men too. And you?”

“I…” My face heated. “I think I do as well. I’ve been with men, but… that was my first time with a woman.”

Her fingers paused on my back. I felt her icy gaze settle on my face, now gleaming with dark amusement. “Who knows… maybe one day I’ll let you play with Greco.”

My eyes widened. Greco. The massive bodyguard who had tied me up that first night. “I wasn’t— I mean, I never imagined—”

“Don’t think I didn’t notice the way you looked at him,” she teased, her voice laced with possessive hunger. “Frightened… but curious.”

“He’s… impressive,” I admitted quickly, heart racing. “But I never thought about actually being with him.”

Catarina smiled — a slow, satisfied predator’s smile. “Good. Because for now, I have no intention of sharing you. Not with him. Not with anyone.”

The finality in her tone sent a dark thrill through me. I needed a moment to recover from the emotional whiplash. When I finally felt steady, I braced my hand on the mattress and leaned in, wanting to taste her, to give her the same pleasure she had given me.

The second my lips brushed her neck, she pulled back. The wall of ice slammed back into place.

“Not tonight, my pet,” she said, voice shifting back to command. “Tomorrow you’ll wake me like that. Tonight, I still need to restrain you.”

I blinked, the haze of pleasure evaporating. “What?”

Catarina sat up, pulling the sheet over her body, suddenly distant. “When you sleep in my room, you sleep bound to my bed. Or in the cage in the corner.”

The words hit like cold water. “But I thought—”

“Yes, I like you,” she cut me off, reading the disappointment on my face. “But I don’t take risks. And I sleep better this way. There are weapons hidden all over this room. I’ll be vulnerable. I won’t allow that.”

I sat up too, crossing my arms over my bare breasts, humiliation crawling up my spine again. “You know… for you, even a pen is a deadly weapon,” I said, voice thick. “But I wouldn’t hurt you. I could never hurt you.”

Catarina studied me for a long moment. Her expression softened by the smallest fraction. “Part of me believes you. But it still has to be this way.”

I sighed in defeat. I didn’t have the strength to argue with a woman who had built an empire on paranoia.

She guided me to the bathroom with surprising gentleness. She waited while I used the toilet, handed me a toothbrush, then gave me a hot shower. Her hands soaped my body with careful tenderness, washing away sweat and exhaustion as if I were something precious. She dried me just as gently.

But the illusion of softness ended the moment we returned to the bedroom.

Catarina opened a heavy drawer and pulled out a set of thick black leather and metal restraints. My stomach twisted. She approached and buckled a wide, velvet-lined collar around my throat. The lock clicked loudly in the quiet room.

“Lie on your back.”

I obeyed. The collar pressed lightly against my throat when I swallowed. She wrapped a wide leather belt around my waist and cuffed my wrists to rings on either side, pinning my arms to my body. Then she moved to the foot of the bed, locking heavy ankle cuffs connected by a short chain to the iron frame — long enough for me to bend my knees slightly, but not enough to turn or kick.

Finally, she attached a short leather leash from the headboard to the ring on my collar.

I was completely immobilized. Exposed. Restrained like a dangerous, treasured pet.

Catarina slid into bed beside me and pulled the silk comforter over us. She leaned down, dark hair falling across my face, and pressed a surprisingly soft kiss to my forehead.

“I’m sorry, little angel,” she whispered, tucking the blanket around my bound shoulders. “Now sleep.”

Sure, I thought bitterly. Who could possibly sleep like this?

Apparently, I could.

Because the moment my head settled on the pillow, exhaustion pulled me under.


Chapter 14




The first thing I felt when I woke up was the soft weight of the velvet-lined collar around my throat.

The second thing was the absence of cold metal on my wrists and ankles. I was no longer bound.

The quiet click of locks being released must have been what woke me.

I opened my eyes slowly. Catarina was already awake, propped up on one elbow, watching me with that intense, predatory stare that always made my pulse race.

“Good morning, princess,” she murmured, her voice still husky with sleep.

“Good morning, Mistress,” I replied. The title slipped out naturally now, like it belonged on my tongue.

She leaned down, bringing her face close to mine for a kiss. Pure instinct made me turn my head slightly, pulling back a fraction of an inch.

The air in the room instantly froze.

Catarina’s expression hardened into something terrifying. “You belong to me,” she said, each word coated in ice and authority. “I kiss you whenever I want.”

“Of course! I’m sorry—” I rushed out. “It’s just… I haven’t brushed my teeth yet.”

She let out a long, heavy sigh and rolled her eyes at my ridiculous concern. Her hand moved to the headboard, fingers wrapping around the leather leash attached to my collar. She gave it a sharp tug — not enough to hurt, but firm enough to drag me across the sheets until my body pressed against hers.

“Come here,” she ordered, her voice dropping into that dangerous register that made my stomach tighten. “Suck me and fix the mood you just ruined. Show me how well you can please your Mistress.”

I swallowed hard. She wasn’t playing.

And so I obeyed.

I had never done this with a woman before, but fear of disappointing her mixed with a desperate need to make her feel good. I started reverently, like a devotee at an altar. I kissed the arch of her foot, slowly working my way up her ankles, calves, and firm thighs. I repeated the worship on the other leg, savoring the warmth and softness of her skin under my lips. She didn’t rush me. She simply let me adore her.

When I finally reached her center, my heart was pounding. I didn’t dare move higher to her breasts, no matter how much I wanted to.

I began with long, slow licks along her folds, tasting her, learning her. When I found her clit, her breath hitched. I licked, kissed, and gently sucked, then slid my tongue down to her entrance, savoring how wet she already was. I pushed one finger inside, then two, curling them as my tongue worked frantically over her clit.

Catarina’s control finally cracked. Her hands flew to my head, fingers twisting tightly in my hair as she pulled me harder against her.

“That’s it…” she gasped, hips rocking against my mouth. “Good girl.”

She came with a deep, guttural moan, her entire body trembling. I kept licking and sucking gently, swallowing every drop until her spasms faded.

Still breathing hard, she yanked my leash and pulled me up her body. She gripped my face with both hands and kissed me fiercely, tasting herself on my tongue.

“Very good, my little bitch,” she whispered against my lips. The filthy praise sent a fresh wave of heat straight to my core.

Half an hour later, the spell broke.

We got ready. Catarina slipped back into her armor of tailored darkness and power. The collar came off, but I could still feel its ghost around my neck.

We walked downstairs side by side toward the dining room. The long table was already set, and her elite guards — including Greco, who gave me an unreadable look — stood waiting.

When Catarina took her seat at the head, the rest of us sat. The smell of fresh coffee, eggs, and bacon filled the air. I picked at a piece of toast in silence while listening to dangerous men discuss shipments, routes, and territories.

It was surreal.

Minutes earlier I had been on my knees, licking my Mistress to orgasm. Now I was passing the butter to an armed mercenary like it was the most normal thing in the world.

My life had become a luxurious madhouse.

And the most terrifying part?

I didn’t want to leave.


Chapter 14.5: The Rat’s Trail (Catarina’s POV)




Heavy rain hammered down on the port’s container yard, washing away the smell of saltwater and diesel.

I leaned against the cold red metal of a shipping container, eye pressed to the scope of Kira’s sniper rifle. The gunshot wound in my arm — courtesy of Macedo’s ambush weeks earlier — gave a dull, angry throb. The stitches had come out, but the phantom pain remained. A constant reminder that debts in my world were always paid in blood. With interest.

“It’s him,” Kira whispered through the comm in my ear, her voice barely audible over the storm. “Valdir. Macedo’s right-hand man. He’s in warehouse twelve with three guards. They’re burning documents. Getting ready to run.”

“No one runs from my empire,” I murmured, adjusting my black leather gloves. “Greco.”

The two-meter-tall mountain of muscle beside me simply nodded and racked the slide of his submachine gun with a satisfying metallic click.

Since the night I took that bullet, I had turned the underworld into a slaughterhouse. My orders had been clear: erase every last trace of Macedo’s alliance. Valdir was the final piece. He handled logistics. If anyone knew the name of the rat inside my own security team — the one who had sold us out — it was him.

“Kira, clear the outer perimeter. Greco, you’re with me through the front. Kill the guards. I want Valdir alive. Understood?”

“Yes, boss,” they answered in unison.

We moved out of the shadows like ghosts. Rain soaked my hair and ran down my face, but my mind was razor sharp. When we reached the metal door of warehouse twelve, Kira had already dropped the two outside guards with silenced shots. Pure efficiency.

Greco kicked the double doors so hard the hinges bent.

Chaos erupted.

The three guards barely had time to reach for their weapons before Greco’s submachine gun roared. Two dropped instantly in pools of blood. The third tried to flee toward the back. I raised my pistol and fired twice. His body hit a stack of burning papers with a heavy thud.

In the center of the warehouse, lit only by a weak yellow bulb, stood Valdir. He clutched a briefcase of cash, trembling so violently he could barely stay on his feet. The moment he saw my face, all the color drained from his.

“Catarina…” he stammered, backing up until he hit a forklift. “Please. Macedo forced me. I didn’t want—”

I walked toward him slowly, boots echoing in the empty space. I stopped a meter away, gun lowered, expression blank.

“You were in the VIP room, Valdir. You saw Macedo try to kill me. And worse…” I tilted my head. “You paid the traitor who opened the back door for the shooters.”

“I don’t know his name!” Valdir screamed, dropping to his knees. The briefcase fell open, hundred-dollar bills scattering across the wet concrete. “I swear! It was done through the dark web! I only made the payment!”

I raised my pistol and shot him in the right kneecap.

The gunshot was deafening. Valdir howled, collapsing sideways, hands clawing at his shattered leg as blood poured onto the floor.

“Lying to me is a very bad habit, Valdir,” I said coldly, holstering my weapon. “But don’t worry. I’m not the one who’s going to rip the truth out of you.”

I turned my back on his screams and looked at Greco, who was already pulling a black canvas bag from his tactical belt.

“Bag him. Put him in the trunk and take him to the mansion basement,” I ordered. “Call Dante. Tell him I brought a new toy and I want a name by sunrise.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I walked out of the warehouse, leaving Valdir’s cries behind me in the rain. I checked my watch. Just past two in the morning.

The adrenaline from the hunt still burned in my veins, but as I climbed into the armored SUV, my mind was already somewhere else. Far from the blood. Far from the betrayal.

I was thinking about my bedroom.

About the soft-skinned woman currently tied to my bed, wearing nothing but my collar, waiting for me like the perfect little pet she was.

The contrast between the monster I had to be in the streets and the Mistress I wanted to be for her was driving me insane.

I had an empire to clean.

But tonight, all I wanted was to get home and lose myself in my little sparrow.


Chapter 15




Catarina left early to handle “business,” leaving me alone with the ghosts of the mansion.

The day felt like a bizarre illusion of normalcy. I went to her private gym and ran on the treadmill until my lungs burned, trying to outrun the anxiety clawing at my chest. Afterward, I lay on a lounge chair by the pool, reading under the afternoon sun. I even swam in the crystal-clear water, feeling for a moment like a spoiled trophy wife instead of a kidnapped woman wearing an invisible collar.

I returned to my room as the sun went down. Dinner was served, but Catarina didn’t appear. Her absence twisted my stomach into knots. I ate on autopilot, took a long shower, and eventually fell asleep in my own bed, exhausted from waiting.

I was ripped from sleep in the middle of the night.

My eyes flew open, disoriented. Catarina stood beside the bed, still dressed in her street clothes. She smelled like night, smoke, blood, and raw power.

She didn’t speak.

She simply leaned down, claimed my mouth in a possessive kiss that tasted of whiskey, buckled the thick leather collar around my neck, and tugged the leash. I stumbled over my own feet as she dragged me through the dark corridors to her master suite.

The second the door locked behind us, the atmosphere in the room changed — heavy, charged, dangerous.

Catarina walked to the closet and returned holding a black leather harness fitted with a thick double silicone dildo. My heart slammed against my ribs. Primitive fear collided with a rush of dark heat low in my belly.

She strapped it on with lethal efficiency, adjusting the buckles around her narrow hips. The sound of metal and leather filled the quiet room.

“Face down on the bed,” she commanded, voice hoarse and thick with intent.

I hesitated for half a second. Catarina didn’t repeat herself. Her hand came down hard on my ass with a sharp crack that tore a startled moan from my throat.

“Now.”

I crawled to the center of the mattress and buried my face in the pillow. Her weight settled over me. She grabbed a fistful of my hair and yanked my head back, exposing my throat.

Then she thrust into me.

It was deep, brutal, and overwhelming. I gasped loudly, fingers clawing at the silk sheets. She wasn’t gentle tonight. She was claiming, marking, possessing. Every powerful stroke reminded me exactly who owned me.

Her teeth sank into the curve of my neck as she growled against my ear, “I’ve always wanted this… A slave. A pretty little prisoner just for me. You’re mine. Only mine.”

Those filthy, possessive words snapped something inside me. Humiliation and pleasure crashed together. My body clenched violently around her as I came hard, sobbing with surrender. Seconds later, Catarina snarled against my neck and shuddered through her own release.

She collapsed on top of me, her weight pinning me to the mattress. We stayed like that for a long time, breathing hard, hearts racing against each other.

When she finally moved, the cruel Mistress disappeared and the caretaker returned. She fetched a warm, damp towel from the bathroom and cleaned me with surprising tenderness, pressing soft kisses to my shoulder.

I thought we would sleep in the bed.

I was wrong.

She picked up my leash. “Come.”

Catarina led me to the shadowed corner of the room I had barely noticed before. My blood ran cold. There, camouflaged in the darkness, was a black metal cage. It was smaller than the one in the basement — just big enough for me to lie or sit curled up, with thick, luxurious cushions on the floor. A luxury dog crate.

She opened the door. “Inside.”

I looked at her with watery eyes, my body still sensitive and trembling from the sex. But there was no negotiation in her expression. She was simply putting her toy away after using it.

I crawled in and curled up on the cushions. The lock clicked shut. Catarina walked to the large bed, slipped under the silk sheets, and turned off the lamp.

I stayed there in the dark, listening to the calm, steady breathing of the woman who had stolen my life and my sanity.


Chapter 16




The metallic click of the grate unlocking pulled me from a restless, aching sleep.

I blinked against the soft morning light. Catarina stood in front of the cage, already dressed in her full armor — tailored black suit, sharp stilettos, and that impenetrable mask of power. She didn’t say good morning. She simply wrapped the end of my leather leash around her hand and gave it a sharp tug.

“Out.”

I crawled out on sore limbs, muscles protesting the hours spent confined. Before I could rise, she pulled the leash downward, forcing me to stay on my knees on the plush carpet.

“Spread your legs,” she ordered, voice cool and businesslike, as if she were giving instructions to one of her men.

I obeyed, cheeks burning with shame at how exposed I was. Catarina circled behind me. I heard the clink of metal, and then my wrists were yanked behind my back and cuffed. She didn’t stop there. Using a leather strap, she bound my elbows together, forcing my chest forward and rendering my arms completely useless.

She moved back to stand in front of me. Her icy gaze traveled slowly over my naked, trembling body.

Then, deliberately, she lifted one foot. The sharp tip of her expensive Italian leather shoe pressed against my core. I sucked in a sharp breath. With calculated cruelty, she began sliding the rigid leather back and forth, rubbing it against my already slick folds. The cold, hard material against my overheated flesh was humiliating… and devastatingly arousing.

I couldn’t pull away. Couldn’t cover myself. My breathing grew ragged, and a helpless moan slipped from my throat as the friction pushed me closer to the edge.

Catarina stopped. She lowered her foot and examined the glossy wetness now coating the toe of her shoe. A wicked smile curved her lips.

“Clean it.”

I closed my eyes for a brief second, swallowing what little pride I had left. I leaned forward, extended my tongue, and licked my own arousal off the expensive leather.

“My good girl,” she whispered. The praise hit me like electricity.

She spread her own legs, standing directly in front of me, and looked down with absolute dominance. “Now suck me.”

With my arms bound uselessly behind my back, I had only my mouth. I leaned in and pressed my lips to her through the silk of her panties before she pulled them aside. I worshipped her with desperate devotion, tongue working frantically, neck aching from the awkward angle, but my mind focused only on drawing those low, guttural sounds from her.

I stayed on my knees, licking and sucking until her thighs began to tremble and she came hard, fingers digging into my shoulders to steady herself.

When her breathing calmed, the sadistic Mistress vanished. The caretaker returned.

Catarina knelt in front of me. With gentle hands, she unlocked the cuffs and released my elbows. My arms fell limply to my sides, numb. She massaged my shoulders with warm thumbs, working the tension from my muscles, then pressed a soft kiss to the top of my head.

“Come,” she murmured, helping me to my feet.

She led me to the bathroom, turned on the hot water, and gave me a bath that was almost loving. Her hands were careful as she washed me, as if the woman who had just used my mouth while I was bound wasn’t the same person standing here now.

“I’m already late,” she said as she dried me with a thick towel. “I’ll be back tonight. Behave yourself.”

Then she was gone. The sound of the door closing echoed through the empty room.

I dressed on autopilot and went downstairs for breakfast. The table was loaded with food, but everything tasted like ash. Without her, the mansion felt like an enormous, luxurious tomb. I spent the day drifting through the rooms, trying to read in the library but absorbing nothing, swimming in the pool until my muscles screamed.

The pathetic truth I couldn’t escape was this:

I wasn’t living anymore.

I was simply existing — counting every second, waiting for night to fall so my Mistress would come home.


Chapter 17




The library had become my only real sanctuary — until the unmistakable sound of her stilettos broke the silence.

I looked up from the book I wasn’t really reading. Catarina stood in the doorway, radiating that quiet, lethal power that always made my stomach tighten. She walked toward me without hurry, stopping just inches away.

“Take off your clothes. Right here.”

The air left my lungs. We were in an open part of the house, surrounded by tall oak shelves and enormous windows that let in the afternoon light. But hesitation lasted only a heartbeat. I obeyed.

Piece by piece, I let my clothes fall to the Persian rug until I stood completely naked and vulnerable under her hungry gaze.

Catarina stepped closer. Her knees pushed my thighs apart as I leaned back against the arm of the leather sofa. Her cool, precise fingers found my center, stroking my clit with expert skill while her mouth claimed mine in a deep, demanding kiss.

“Mmm…” she hummed against my lips, feeling how wet I already was. “I love you like this. Naked, obedient, and dripping for me.”

“You’re insatiable, Mistress,” I whispered, voice shaky as I gave myself over completely.

A wicked smile curved her lips. “You have no idea yet, little sparrow.”

She moved behind me. Her hot mouth traced my neck, teeth grazing the sensitive spot behind my ear. The sharp crack of her hand landing on my ass made me jolt and moan. She bent me over the arm of the sofa and thrust two fingers deep inside me, fucking me with a rhythm so possessive and intense that I came hard within moments, shaking and gasping.

Still trembling, I was pulled upright. Catarina brought her glistening fingers to my mouth. “Clean them.”

I opened my lips and sucked obediently, tasting myself, drunk on the humiliation.

She clipped my leash to the collar and led me through the mansion corridors to her master suite.

This time she didn’t take me to the bed. She guided me to the padded submission bench in the corner — specially designed to leave the body arched and completely exposed. She secured my wrists and ankles to the leather cuffs. I was immobilized, hips raised high, entirely at her mercy.

I heard the cap of a bottle opening. When the cold, thick lube touched my back entrance, my whole body tensed in panic.

“Please, no…” I begged, voice breaking with fear of the unknown.

Catarina paused. She leaned down, lips brushing my ear, her voice suddenly soft. “Easy, sweetheart. Relax. Your body belongs to me, and I will never break what’s mine. Trust me.”

The twisted promise worked. I exhaled shakily and forced my muscles to loosen. “Okay…”

She prepared me with torturous patience, using her fingers and my own wetness until she decided I was ready. Then I felt the cold, heavy press of metal. An anal plug. She pushed it in firmly. The unfamiliar fullness and pressure made a single tear slip down my cheek.

Catarina kissed it away gently. “Good girl,” she whispered, stroking my hair. “This is my mark inside you. From now on, you don’t remove the collar or the plug unless I allow it. Only for necessities. Understood?”

I nodded, panting, feeling the weight of the metal with every breath. I was filled by her. Marked by her.

The sound of leather buckles filled the room as she put on the harness with the thick double dildo. What followed was a storm of overwhelming sensation. She thrust into me hard, the dual stretch making me cry out while her hand delivered sharp, stinging spanks to my ass, turning my skin hot and red. We came together, the room filled with the sound of slapping skin and desperate moans.

But she wasn’t finished.

I heard the whoosh of leather through the air. A flogger. The first strike landed across my back, thighs, and ass. Sharp pain bloomed, only to be swallowed by a rush of endorphins. She pulled my hair and shoved the dildo into my mouth to muffle my screams, controlling my breathing while she continued the flogging. She only stopped when she judged I was at my limit. Then she returned to my pussy, fucking me with delicious brutality until the world exploded behind my eyes and I came again, shaking violently against the restraints.

When the storm finally passed, the ruthless mafia queen disappeared and the caretaker returned.

Catarina untied me with heartbreaking gentleness. My legs wouldn’t hold me, so she carried me to the bathroom. Under the hot shower, she washed every trace of sweat, wax, and tears from my body, kissing each red mark the flogger had left.

Exhausted, clean, and still filled with her plug, I was taken to bed. She secured my cuffs to the iron frame, pulled the silk comforter over us, and drew me against her chest.

I closed my eyes, listening to the steady heartbeat of the woman who was both my hell and my paradise.

And, once again, I fell asleep.


Chapter 18




I was ripped from sleep not by morning light, but by a hot, wet wave of pleasure flooding my core.

I tried to move, but the metallic clink of restraints reminded me exactly where I was. My wrists and ankles were still locked to the iron base of the bed. I gasped, head falling back against the pillow. Catarina was between my spread thighs. Her mouth worked me with slow, devastating precision — licking, sucking, and teasing until my body trembled against the cuffs.

Hmmm… My sleep-fogged mind reached one pathetic, undeniable conclusion: this was, without question, the best way to wake up in the world. I came hard, moaning her name, nails scraping uselessly against the leather cuffs.

And so time lost all meaning.

The days melted into a thick, addictive haze of luxury, loneliness, and raw lust.

Our routine became a perfectly twisted clock. Mornings started with sex — sometimes slow and worshipful, sometimes fast and possessive before she dressed in her expensive suits and left to rule her bloody empire. The afternoons belonged to me. I wandered the mansion like a cherished ghost — swimming, reading in the library, sunbathing by the pool — always wearing her collar hidden beneath my clothes, always under the invisible watch of her guards.

The nights… the nights were when I earned my keep.

Nighttime sex was intense, fueled by the adrenaline and violence she brought home from the streets. I became her release valve, her favorite toy, the warm body she used to forget the world. And I took every touch, every slap, every orgasm with a sick, grateful hunger.

But no matter how intimate we became in bed, Catarina’s wall of ice and paranoia never fully crumbled.

I slept every single night restrained. Sometimes cuffed spread-eagle to the bed. Sometimes locked in the cage in the corner. It was during one of those mornings — while she was in the bathroom and I remained tied to the mattress — that I saw it.

Her pillow was slightly shifted. And there, gleaming against the dark silk sheet, was the handle of a tactical combat knife.

My heart stuttered. Ice flooded my veins.

She slept with a weapon inches from my head every night. I never knew if it was simply the habit of a woman who had spent her life hunting and being hunted… or if it was a deliberate, twisted test. Did she leave it there on purpose, waiting to see if I would ever reach for it?

If it was a test, I passed with flying colors. I never touched the blade. I never even looked at it when she was in the room. I had accepted my place.

Deep down, I knew the real reason I was never allowed to sleep with my arms free wasn’t just to stop me from escaping.

It was because she liked me exactly like this — helpless, collared, and completely hers.


Chapter 19




The months dragged on, and our dynamic sank deeper into darker, more dangerous waters. The leather cuffs and the cage in the corner of the room soon stopped being Catarina’s limit. They became nothing more than foreplay.

It happened on a stormy night.

When I entered her bedroom, the scene was already set. Steel rings had been freshly bolted into the dark wooden floor. Only a woman like Catarina would have anchor points installed in her own bedroom floor.

She didn’t speak. She simply stripped me naked and forced me down onto all fours in the center of the room. With frightening skill, she used rough ropes to tie my wrists and ankles to the floor rings, stretching my limbs until I was completely immobilized in the most vulnerable position. My collar was clipped to a central ring, forcing my head down and my back into a perfect, painful arch.

I was trapped. But she was only getting started.

I shivered as she removed the plug I wore every day. In its place, she slid in a cold steel anal hook. She gathered my hair into a tight ponytail, tied it off, and connected the rope to the hook. If I tried to lower my head or relax my posture even slightly, the hook would pull mercilessly on both my hair and my ass.

The low hum of an electric motor filled the room. My heart raced.

Catarina positioned the fucking machine behind me. The thick silicone dildo thrust into me in one brutal stroke. She turned it on. The relentless, mechanical rhythm began pounding into me without mercy. I gasped, but the sound was immediately muffled when she shoved a second automatic dildo between my lips. To complete the torment, metal clamps bit down on my nipples, sending sharp sparks of pain straight to my core.

I had become a pleasure machine plugged into other machines. Completely exposed. Completely owned.

Catarina poured herself a glass of red wine, walked to the velvet armchair in the corner, and sat down. She crossed her long legs elegantly and watched me in silence, eyes glowing with dark satisfaction as I writhed and moaned around the toys.

The sensory overload was maddening. The constant buzzing of the machines, the burning stretch of the ropes, the sharp bite of the clamps, and the merciless pounding deep inside me. I fought it. I tried desperately to hold back, knowing she hadn’t given permission to come. But the machine didn’t care about my limits. My hips jerked, my muscles clenched, and I came violently, screaming around the dildo in my mouth, tears streaming down my face.

Catarina set her wine glass down. The sharp click of her heel on the wooden floor sounded like a death knell.

She approached and yanked the dildo from my mouth. I gasped for air, panting.

“You’ve been a very bad girl, little sparrow,” she whispered, her voice dripping with fake disappointment and sadistic pleasure. “And bad girls get punished.”

She didn’t turn off the machine still fucking me without mercy. Instead, I heard the flick of a lighter. Seconds later, the first drop of hot wax landed on my back.

I screamed. The burning liquid seared my skin before cooling into hard wax. Catarina circled me slowly, dripping the red wax over my spine, waist, and ass in deliberate trails. The contrast between the scorching heat, the cold air, and the relentless mechanical thrusting pushed me straight back to the edge.

I was about to come again when she stepped away and returned with the leather flogger.

“This wax is making a mess,” she said coldly. “I’ll have to clean it off you.”

The first strike cracked across my back. The flogger broke the hardened wax and sent fresh fire through my nerves. Pain became the final trigger. My body short-circuited. I came and cried at the same time, an overwhelming explosion of endorphins that made my vision go black for several seconds.

Satisfied with how thoroughly she had broken me, Catarina tossed the flogger aside. She removed the clamps from my nipples, the sudden relief pulling a broken moan from me. Then she lay down on the floor right in front of my face and spread her legs.

“Suck me,” she ordered.

Even exhausted, overstimulated, and still being fucked by the machine, I obeyed. My tongue found her center with desperate devotion. The taste of her alone was enough to make me come again, shaking uncontrollably before she even reached her own peak.

Catarina growled, grabbed my hair, and fucked my face until she came hard, thighs clamping around my head.

When she finally stood, silence returned. She turned off the machine. The sudden stillness was deafening. She untied me from the rings, removed the hook, and carried me to the bathroom. The shower was quiet. Her hands washed away the sweat, wax, and tears with heartbreaking tenderness.

But the punishment for coming without permission twice still wasn’t over.

She took me to the bed, secured my wrists to the waist belt and my ankles to the iron frame. Before covering me, she slid a thick dildo deep inside me and left it there — turned off, but filling every inch of me.

“So you remember all night long exactly who owns this body,” she whispered, kissing my forehead before turning off the light.

And I fell asleep like that — sore, exhausted, full, and hopelessly in love with my own beautiful hell.


Chapter 19.5: The War Room (Catarina’s POV)




I closed the door to the master suite with extreme care, not wanting to wake her.

Before turning the key, I took one last look at the bed. Helena was sleeping deeply, exhausted from everything I had put her through. Her wrists and ankles were free now, but the thick black leather collar still circled her throat, a perfect contrast against her pale skin. I knew the steel plug was still buried inside her — my mark, even while she slept.

A dangerous warmth tightened in my chest. I had broken and reshaped her exactly the way I wanted. She was my perfect refuge. My safe place.

In my world, a refuge was also a weakness.

I locked the door and descended the stairs. The silk robe was replaced by cold, calculated armor the moment my heel touched the ground floor.

The war room was thick with tension. The smell of strong coffee mixed with the unmistakable metallic scent of fresh blood.

Dante stood in the corner washing his hands in the minibar sink with methodical calm. The water running down the drain was tinted red. Kira paced back and forth, assault rifle slung across her chest. Silvia sat at my desk, eyes glued to three monitors. Greco remained a silent shadow by the door.

I walked to the head of the table and sat down.

“Speak, Dante,” I ordered.

Dante dried his hands and turned to me. His eyes were dark, the face of a man who had just torn answers from someone’s soul in the basement.

“He sang, boss. The bastard finally talked before he passed out for good.”

“And what did Macedo’s informant have to say that was important enough to stain my floor?”

“We have a rat,” Dante said, the words dropping like stones. “Someone in external security. Level-two clearance. He leaked the mansion blueprints, the patrol schedules, and the south gate codes.”

Kira cursed under her breath and stopped pacing. “I’ll kill every last guard on the south perimeter until I find the son of a bitch.”

“We don’t have time for a witch hunt, Kira,” Silvia cut in, fingers flying across her keyboard. “I intercepted dark web chatter ten minutes ago. What’s left of Macedo’s alliance has joined forces with the border cartel. They’re mobilizing. The attack is imminent.”

I leaned back in the leather chair, steepling my fingers. A direct assault on the main property. It was bold. It was suicidal. But they were desperate to cut off the head of the snake after I killed Macedo.

I had spent five years crushing the old guard, unifying the scraps they left behind, and building my empire. I had taught them to fear a woman on the throne.

And now they thought they could take it from me?

“Let them come,” I said, my voice cold as ice. “Activate full siege protocol. Elite snipers on the roof. Greco, bring the heavy arsenal from the vault. If they want war in my house, we’ll paint the walls with their blood.”

Dante didn’t move. He exchanged a tense glance with Greco.

“What is it, Dante?” I narrowed my eyes.

He cleared his throat. “There’s more, Catarina. The rat didn’t just leak the house plans. He leaked your routine.”

“Be clear.”

“They know about her,” he said quietly. “They know you keep a woman here. They know she sleeps in your room every night. The informant laughed before I broke his jaw. He said the plan isn’t just to kill you. The plan is to storm the master suite, take your little pet, and use her to make you kneel before they put a bullet in your head.”

The silence that followed was absolute.

Rage — pure, blinding, primitive — exploded inside me. The image of Helena defenseless in my bed, of those animals putting their hands on her, ripping off the collar I had placed around her throat…

The glass on the table shattered in my grip. Blood dripped from my palm onto the Persian rug, but I barely felt it.

I rose slowly. Kira took an instinctive step back. Silvia stopped typing. Even Greco tensed.

“Silvia,” I whispered, voice lethal. “Lock down the entire property. No one in. No one out.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Kira. Activate the land mines in the front garden. Shoot-to-kill authorization on anything that breathes beyond our walls.”

“Consider it done, boss.”

I turned to Greco. Blood continued to drip from my hand. “You’re coming with me. We’re moving Helena to the maximum-security vault. Now.”

Before I could take a single step, the lights flickered and died. The hum of the servers went silent. A second later, red emergency lights bathed the room in the color of blood.

The invasion alarm began to scream.

They were already here.


Chapter 20: The Fall of the Empire (Helena’s POV)




I was torn from sleep by a sound that turned my blood to ice.

It wasn’t Catarina’s voice. It wasn’t the clink of my restraints. It was a siren — a piercing, mechanical wail that ripped through the mansion, accompanied by flashing red emergency lights that bathed the entire room in the color of blood.

I tried to sit up, but the leather cuffs on my wrists and ankles held me spread and helpless against the bed. Panic slammed into me like a freight train.

What the hell is happening?

Before I could scream, the muffled thunder of explosions came from downstairs. Gunfire. Relentless bursts of automatic weapons that made the wooden floor vibrate beneath me. The war had finally reached our bubble of luxury and sin.

The bedroom door burst open with a violent crash.

Catarina stormed in like a hurricane. Her usual mask of ice was gone. Her eyes were wild, her breathing ragged, and her right hand dripped blood onto the light carpet. Greco was right behind her, rifle raised, sweeping the hallway before slamming and locking the heavy door.

“Catarina!” I cried, voice cracking with terror. “What’s going on?!”

She didn’t answer. She threw herself onto the bed and began frantically unbuckling the restraints with blood-slicked hands. The moment I was free, I reached for her, desperate for the only safety I knew. She grabbed my arms instead and yanked me off the bed with brutal force.

“On your feet. Now,” she ordered, voice hoarse as she dragged me toward the walk-in closet at the back of the room.

“They’re shooting downstairs! Who is it?!” I sobbed, stumbling barefoot, still feeling the heavy plug inside me — a grotesque reminder of our intimacy in the middle of the apocalypse.

“My past,” was all she said.

Greco shoved the full-length mirror aside, revealing a hidden steel door in the wall. A vault. A panic room. He punched in a code and the heavy door hissed open, exposing a dark, armored space.

Catarina pushed me inside. The metal floor was freezing against my bare feet.

I spun around, desperation choking me. She stopped at the threshold. The flashing red lights painted her face in violent strokes, illuminating the woman who had kidnapped me, broken me, and made me fall in love with her in the most twisted way possible.

She reached up and touched my neck. I felt the metallic click.

The thick black leather collar — the symbol of my submission, the mark that I belonged to her — slid from my skin and fell to the steel floor with a dull thud.

My hands flew to my bare throat. “No… no, please don’t take it off!” I begged, tears streaming down my face. “Don’t take it off! Please!”

Catarina ignored my sobs. She drew the Glock from her waistband and pressed it into my hands, forcing my fingers around the cold metal.

“Listen to me, Helena,” she said, cupping my face with both bloodied hands, smearing my cheeks red. Her dark eyes burned with an intensity I would carry for the rest of my life. “They came for me. They want my empire. But if they find out you’re here, they’ll use you to destroy me.”

“I won’t stay here without you! Let me go with you!” I sobbed, clutching her shirt.

“You will stay exactly where I tell you to!” she growled, but her voice cracked at the end. She pressed her forehead to mine for one heartbreaking second. Her breath, her scent — I tried to memorize it, to brand it into my soul. “If this door opens and it’s not Greco or Kira… shoot to kill, little sparrow.”

She stepped back, out of the vault. “Catarina, no!”

“You’re free,” she whispered.

The steel door slammed shut with a deafening mechanical boom, sealing me inside.

The darkness swallowed me whole.

I dropped to my knees on the cold floor, hugging the gun to my chest, sobbing so hard my throat felt like it was tearing. Through the thick armored walls, the sounds of war were muffled — explosions, gunfire, screams I couldn’t identify.

Time lost all meaning. Minutes or hours could have passed. I stayed curled in the corner, trembling with cold and terror, finger resting on the trigger exactly as she had taught me without words.

Then everything went silent.

A heavy, ghostly, terrifying silence.

The shooting had stopped.

I held my breath. My muscles locked.

I heard the keypad beeping outside. Beep. Beep. Beep. The locking mechanism turned. The steel door hissed open.

Red emergency light flooded the darkness. I jumped to my feet, raising the gun with both shaking hands, aiming at the widening gap.

Shoot to kill. Shoot to kill.

The door opened fully.

I slowly lowered the weapon, a broken moan escaping my lips.

It wasn’t an enemy.

But it also wasn’t her.

Greco leaned heavily against the doorframe, barely able to stand. His suit was torn and soaked with blood. A deep gash above his eyebrow blinded one eye, and he clutched his side where a dark stain was spreading fast. The giant looked like he had been through hell.

He stared at me. At the gun in my hands. At my bare neck without the collar.

“Greco…” I whispered, voice breaking. “Where is she? Where’s Catarina?”

He swallowed hard, chest rising and falling with difficulty. He closed his good eye for a second, the face of a man who had failed the only thing that truly mattered.

When he looked at me again, the words that left his mouth shattered what remained of my world:

“They took her.”
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