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    From Blaire 
 
      
 
    Hey you...reader...yes, I’m talking to you. If you don’t know what BLAIRE’S WORLD is or who I am, then let me introduce myself. My name is Blaire-Markov. I’m a seasoned hacker and combatant who has been subjected to it all: human trafficking, brutal conditioning, and the most depraved forms of sexual abuse. I’ve lived, loved and lost, but do you know what? I’m still here.  
 
    I’m still fighting. 
 
    If you haven’t read my story already, then pay attention. Luna and Andres, Oliver, Serafina, Beauty, Kristoff, and Evelina, are all connected to my world. Their lives are dark, their journeys are gut-wrenching, and their stories are only just beginning. Prepare to dive into a sphere of pure, untamed, Dark Romance, and don’t expect to walk away unscathed. 
 
    Oh, and once you’ve finished BLAIRE’S WORLD, if you think you can handle me, read the bonus novel included in the box set. Find out how and where it all started.  
 
    Sincerely, the start of it all, Blaire. 
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    “Seriously? Ten?” I shake my head but hand over the money for my coffee. It’s not like I have a choice in the matter. Without it, I’ll fall asleep before I get my shot and seeing as there’s not another cafe within walking distance, the barista smiling at me with coffee stained teeth will get his money.  
 
    I snag the cup offered and inhale the sweet scent of caffeine. It’s probably the cinnamon I’m smelling, but I lie to myself that the caffeine will work better if I can smell it, too.  
 
    The sun barely shines through the overcast sky, but it’s enough to make me put on my sunglasses. It’s going to be a long day, and I need to get my head on straight.  
 
    It’s taken me three years to get this opportunity, and I can’t blow it. Spending most of my savings, I’ve rented a small apartment above a flower shop and have bided my time.  
 
    Andrei Dowidoff’s home is nearby, a large estate an hour drive from London. It’s a damn fortress, but not without its weaknesses. I just need to find them - and someone willing to talk. Anyone at this point would be helpful. I just need a solid interview, just one. 
 
    Officially, Andrei isn’t being investigated by any department I’m aware of. He’s not the main target, but he’s a big player.  
 
    “Excuse me.” An older man with graying hair and deep creases around his eyes touches my arm as I walk past him. “I’m sorry, my car broke down. Radiator trouble, I think, and my cell isn’t working.  Do you happen to have one I can borrow to call my son? He’ll come get me.”  
 
    I scan our surroundings. The morning rush around the coffee shop has died down and only a few cars pass us on the street.  
 
    “Sure.” I pull out my phone from the back pocket of my jeans and hand it over to him, unlocking the screen with a swipe of my finger before he takes it.  
 
    He thanks me and starts to punch in a phone number while I sip my coffee. His fingernails attract my attention. Trimmed low and clean. Not a spec of dirt or oil on his fingertips at all.  
 
    When I turn my gaze up to his face, I find him grinning at me. He shrugs, but before I can question him, thick fabric is smashed across my mouth and nose. A sweet pungent smell invades my senses as I struggle. Arms wrap around me from behind, and I throw my head back, aiming to hit the bastard’s nose. But I miss. My vision blurs. I try to hold my breath while I fight to break free, but it doesn’t take any time at all for the chemical to take over.  
 
    I drop my overpriced coffee. My muscles weaken, become heavy, and my struggles are too pathetic to do any good. The darkness takes over and wins.  
 
    Darkness almost always does. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    My eyelids are heavy when I try to blink them open. A dense fog still fills my vision, and there isn’t enough light to give me any sense of where I am. An itch on my nose becomes annoying, and I try to lift my hand to rub it away. I can’t move my hands; they’re bound behind me.  
 
    Bound, drugged and alone with no idea of where I am or how I came to be here. I force myself to raise my head and get a good look at the room I’m in.  My eyes have adjusted to the darkness enough to realize it’s more a cell than a room. The floors, the walls, the ceiling, all concrete. A single bulb hangs over my head, but it’s not lit.  A thin line of light illuminates along the bottom of the only door in the room. It’s probably steel enforced.  
 
    Shaking my head, a sad attempt to rid myself of the lingering cloud, I try to focus my thoughts. Testing my feet, I realize my ankles are bound to the chair. My shoulders burn from the bondage. A burn I usually welcome, but this isn’t a dungeon. And there isn’t a safe-word that will get me out of whatever mess I’ve put myself in.  
 
    I inhale a deep breath, choosing to ignore the rotting stench of the room. I need to clear out as much of the chemical from my body, and cleansing breaths are as good as I can do being tied up.  
 
    The door creaks when it’s opened followed by a bright white light shining directly into my face. I clench my eyes closed and turn my head, not needing anymore discomfort. Booted footsteps head toward me, two sets.  
 
    “Good, you’re awake,” a deep voice says with a thick Russian accent. I open my eyes and look sideways up at him. He’s older than I would have thought from his voice. Thick dark hair with hints of silver at the roots. His mustache is pure gray, and the deep wrinkles on his brow giveaway that he’s past his middle age.  
 
    I blink a few times, looking past him. Another man, not as old, stands in the doorway, blocking most of the light and casting himself in a dark shadow. I can’t make out his features, but his large, muscular build is easy to see.  
 
    “I have to say, Danuta, I am surprised you were so easily taken. You’ve been a thorn in my side for too long, and so easily you were plucked.” His accent makes it hard to understand him through my foggy mind, but I’m pretty sure he called me Danuta.  
 
    It’s probably the drugs he gave me, but I start giggling.  
 
    “You - idiot,” I laugh and tug at my binds.  
 
    I’m rewarded quickly for the insult with a hard slap across my face. The pain radiates through my jaw and makes golden stars dance before me. Grunting, I shake my head. That didn’t help clear up the haze. 
 
    “Chertovski suka!” He spits on the ground at my feet. My bare feet. I ignore the fact that he’s just called me a fucking bitch and concentrate on my clothing, or lack thereof. I’m naked. Completely exposed.  
 
    He has my full attention now.  
 
    “I’m not Danuta,” I state, working my jaw open and closed. I press my knees together as best I can, given my feet are bound spread apart. “You have the wrong girl.”  
 
    He gets closer to me, and I can smell the cigar smoke on his clothes. His eyes narrow, and he examines my face, grabbing my chin and turns my head one way then the other.  
 
    “More light!” he yells over his shoulder and the bulb over me illuminates. I blink several times, it’s too much at first, but slowly I adjust, and I can see him more clearly. A deep scar runs across his chin, down his neck. I’ve heard about that scar. How he got it. I swallow hard. This isn’t a little game for ransom.  
 
    Fear floods my stomach, but I manage not to whimper when he increases his hold on me. Showing him my fear, letting him see how scared I really am will only fuel him. Monsters like him feed on it. 
 
    “Resemblance is too close.” He sneers at me, and I swallow back a smartass retort. My wit isn’t going to help me now. Not with Andrei Dowidoff. This man has no sense of humor. At least not the usual kind. His idea of a good time is skinning a man alive to see how long he’ll stay conscious.  
 
    The stories I’ve heard are enough to keep my mouth shut.  
 
    “I’m not Danuta,” I say again. 
 
    “I would think a CIA suka like you would have better tricks than lying about your name.” He lets go of my chin only to pat my cheek. “But we’ll see. I can easily give you an injection to make you talk. You’ll tell me everything I need to know, and you’ll be punished for your lies.”  
 
    The way he says the word punished makes my skin crawl. It’s not like when I usually hear the word. There’s no excitement, just raw disgust.  
 
    “I’m not Danuta. I swear it.” I jerk against my binds, but all that happens is I make him laugh. “Check my ID. It’s in my pants.” I look around the cell. “Where are my pants?” 
 
    “We did. All of your clothing and that little bag you had were inspected. You carried no ID.” He stands over me now, his hands on his hips.  
 
    I had my wallet. Didn’t I? I had money to pay for the coffee. Shit. I had grabbed the cash from my pocket. I must have left my wallet in my apartment.  
 
    “Even if you had it - IDs can be forged,” he says. 
 
    He’s right of course. How many IDs had I seen in my sister’s briefcase over the years? She’s been too many different people for me to remember. I have to convince him I’m not her. That he’s got the wrong girl and somehow let me go.  
 
    “I’m a journalist,” I blurt out. “I’m not Danuta. I’m not working with the CIA. I’m writing a story.” On him, but he doesn’t need to know that. I didn’t come to England looking to do an in-person interview. 
 
    “You disappoint me,” he says, reaching behind him. Producing a knife, I assume he had strapped to his belt, he holds it up for me to see clearly. The blade is wide and jagged. I have no doubt of the sharpness. Again, I try to jerk free, but nothing happens. The ropes dig into my wrists, but I don’t put any more room between us.  
 
    Pressing the cold steel blade against my throat, he brings his face closer to mine. “I should slice you, from one ear to the other.” His breath is heavy with cigar stench, and spittle lands on my chin when he gives his threat. “Maybe I cut you from chin to cunt, instead.” He drags the blade to my chin, nicking me with the tip. I clench my jaw but don’t make a sound. Any movement could make the knife cut deeper - and the asshole doesn’t need my help in hurting me. 
 
    “I’m not the woman you’re looking for,” I say again, softer, avoiding his eyes out of fear that I’ll start whimpering like the pussy he probably thinks I am. I’m not trained for this. I can only go on what I remember my sister telling me of her training, little bits and pieces of things I overheard her talking about with her partner when she thought I wasn’t listening.  
 
    But she never went over what to do if kidnapped by a high-profile Russian sex trafficker.  
 
    He drags the knife over my collarbone to my shoulder. “How is it you look like her then, hmmm?” He doesn’t let me answer, just stabs the knife into the fleshy part of my shoulder.  
 
    I can’t keep quiet now, the pain is blinding and quick. I scream out, a ragged sound. Tears form and fall down my cheeks. He pulls the knife out and presses it to my skin, a new spot, a new threat. Blood dribbles down my arm, droplets hit my thigh. 
 
    “I’m not Danuta!” I yell in his face.  
 
    He captures my chin with his free hand and turns my head until I can see his knife poised at my shoulder again.  
 
    “I swear it. I’m not her,” I whisper this time. “Please. I’m not her.” I plead in my mind for him to believe me. Because I’m not her.  
 
    “Tell me then. Tell me how you have her eyes, her hair, tell me.” I can’t see his expression.  My eyes are focused on the knife, on the wound he’s already created. I can’t answer him.  
 
    “What do you think, Kristoff? Hmmm? Should we dose her with truth serum? Give her to the men? Maybe a dozen or so cocks shoved in her cunt and ass will help her speak?”  
 
    “It’s worked before,” the man from the doorway speaks. His accent isn’t as thick, his voice not as heavy, but just as full of authority. He has a hint of control in his tone, unlike Andrei.  
 
    “Answer me, suka.”  
 
    “I’m not her. My name is Magdalena,” I try again, sniffling and holding as still as I can manage. 
 
    He shakes his head like I’ve disappointed him again. Slowly, with purpose, he pushes the knife into my shoulder. It’s worse this way than the stab. I scream, cry out as more of the blade disappears into my shoulder. I try to move, try to pull away, but all that happens is a larger gash.  
 
    “I need more than that,” he says, starting to drag the knife toward me. He’ll flay my shoulder open if he keeps it up.  
 
    “I’m a freelance journalist. I’m writing a story on sex traffickers,” I cry out when he twists the knife. “I swear I’m not with the US government or any government.” 
 
    “You know Danuta then?” he accuses but doesn’t move the knife. So much blood covers my shoulder. My stomach swirls into nausea unlike any I’ve felt before. 
 
    I nod. “Stop. Please,” I beg, and hate myself for it at the same time. Danuta wouldn’t be so fucking weak. She would already be untied and have his throat between her hands.  
 
    “Tell me.”  
 
    Things won’t get better once I do. Things could get a lot worse. But the pain is too much.  
 
    “She’s my sister!” I say with the last gust of energy I have. “My older sister,” I whisper. 
 
    Andrei yanks my chin back until I’m looking right into his eyes. He’s searching me, to see if I’m lying probably. Like he’s a detective now. He has to know I’m telling the truth. Danuta wouldn’t have caved so easily.  
 
    He jerks the knife from my shoulder and a new burst of pain erupts. I scream, burning my throat from all of the yelling. My head drops forward when he lets go of my chin.  
 
    “You are a stupid girl,” Andrei says with disgust dripping from the words. It’s not the first time I’ve heard it, but it’s the first time I’ve agreed. Coming to Europe, chasing the story, may be the dumbest thing I’ve done to date.  
 
    “Your men grabbed the wrong girl - but I’m the stupid one?” I laugh between sniffles. I’ve never handled stress well.  
 
    “You want a story about sex trafficking? I will accommodate you.” 
 
    Pain bursts through my head and the lights go out again. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    2 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” I groan, grabbing my head as I wake for a second time. For a moment, I forget where I am, who I’m with, but it comes back. In a rapid flood of memory and pain, it’s all clear again. 
 
    My shoulder aches, but the pain is much less. I’m lying on the floor, not tied down to the chair anymore. I touch my shoulder and find it’s been bandaged. The blood has been washed away from my arm and the rest of my body where it had dripped while Andrei had his fun.  
 
    I push myself to a sitting position, hissing at the burn in my wound and lean back against the wall. I’m not in the same room.  
 
    The floor is still concrete, but the walls - they’re not walls at all. They’re bars.  
 
    I’m in a fucking cage.  
 
    The chill from the floor seeps into my naked skin, sending shivers through my body. Pulling my knees up to my chest, I wrap my arms around them, hugging myself. I try to ignore the pain in my shoulder and look around. There’s another cage a few feet from mine, but it’s empty. Bare bulbs hang from the ceiling, one in each of the cages and more outside. The bulb in my cage is lit, and one near the door. Even if I find a way out of my cage, I bet that door is locked. 
 
    I push my dark hair from my eyes, tucking it behind my ears and move to my feet. I can’t just sit here and wait for my executioner to show.  
 
    The other bulbs in the room light up, just before the door opens. A man walks in, over to my cage. He stands with his hands flexed at his sides, his shoulders are broad and he’s tall. My head reaches his shoulders.  
 
    “Move back,” he orders, his Russian accent somewhat watered down. I recognize the voice. He was the second man in the cell with me. What did Andrei call him? “Now.” He points a finger at me.  
 
    I step back until my heel touches the bars at the back of the cage. Remembering my nudity, I fold my arms over my chest and try to cover my sex with my hand.  
 
    He pulls out a key and jiggles it into the lock, opens my cage and steps inside. He pockets the key again, and stands with his arms crossed over his chest, just inside, staring at me.  
 
    There are no scars on his face that I can see. Square jaw, dark eyes, everything points in the direction of scary, but I’m only slightly nervous. Unsure of what he’s here for, and what he might do to me, I keep my guard up, but I don’t sense anger in him. Not like Andrei - that man oozes crazy.  
 
    Walking toward me, his focus seems to be on my shoulder. I jerk away when he reaches for the bandages, but he grabs my arm in a vise grip.  
 
    “Don’t ever pull away when I touch you.” His voice is dark, deep and commanding. A tone that would have easily made me eager to follow him if we were back in New York and there were dungeon monitors walking around us. But we aren’t in New York, and this man isn’t a dominant looking for a fun night.  
 
    This man is dangerous.  
 
    “Don’t touch me,” I say and pull away again, but his grip is too hard and all I manage to do is hurt my shoulder more by pulling on it.  
 
    He shakes his head. With my arm in his grip, my breasts have been left exposed. A fact he capitalizes on. He pinches my nipple, pulling on it until I step closer to him. The burning pain catches me off guard, and I yelp. 
 
    He doesn’t release me even when I’m practically on top of him. Instead, he leans down, bringing his lips to my ear. “Every disobedience is punished. Learn this quickly and save yourself a lot of pain.”  
 
    “W-why am I still here?” I ask, choosing to ignore his turn of phrase. It’s like someone has told him all of the right things to say, but he’s saying them all in the wrong way. Because he’s not giving me options, he’s not asking me for obedience. He’s demanding it, with the threat of violence if I don’t follow along. This is not the stuff little subbies dream of.  
 
    “You are here with me to be trained,” he says like that explains anything at all. He lets go of my nipple, and I hiss again for the new burn that created. “Now stand still and be quiet while I check your shoulder.” He gives me a long stare to be sure I’m going to listen before he starts to peel the bandage back.  
 
    I can’t stomach to see the wounds on my shoulder. Once I see the black stitches, I turn away. Someone stitched me up. And they must have given me pain medicine because it doesn’t hurt like it should. 
 
    I close my eyes and turn away again when he starts to probe at the edges of the wound. When I open them, ready to tell him off for making the pain come alive again, I realize he left the door to the cage open when he entered. 
 
    He’s not holding me at all, just probing the damn wound and setting it on fire again. My heart thunders in my chest; I may not get another chance.  
 
    “I wouldn’t, but that’s just me,” he says in a low voice.  
 
    I don’t care about his warning. I bolt outside the cage and head for the main door to the room. My legs are still heavy from whatever sedative they gave me, but my mind is finally cleared.  
 
    “Fuck you.” I grab for the door handle and yank. Nothing. I yank again and again. “No! No!” I scream and smack the door. It has to open, I have to get out.  
 
    I hear a heavy sigh from behind me. Like a parent who’s already told the toddler ten times they can’t have the candy in the store. 
 
    “Glupaya devchonka,” stupid girl. His voice carries over to me. He hasn’t left the cage.  
 
    I yank harder, turning the knob, but still the door won’t open. Tears cloud my vision, but I shake them away.  
 
    “Let me out!” I demand, turning to face him. “Let me go! Now!” I scream, making my throat burn again.  
 
    He doesn’t move. The asshole looks fucking amused at my demand.  
 
    “Come back here.” He crooks a finger at me like I’m some dog going to come when he calls.  
 
    “No. Fuck you.” I shake my head.  
 
    “Magdalena, come here like a good girl, and the punishment will be much less.” Silk laces his tone.  
 
    “Let me go now, and I won’t kill you.” My promise is given with a heavier feel to it - even though it’s complete bullshit. 
 
    His lips curl, slowly at first, then he breaks out into a deep, chest rumbling laugh. “Kill me?” He tsks his tongue, still he hasn’t moved toward me.  
 
    “Yes. I’ll fucking end you,” I goad him.  
 
    His smile drops a fraction. “Come, Magdalena, it will be so much worse for you if I have to drag you back in here.”  
 
    My hands flex at my sides. If my heart would stop all the thundering in my chest, maybe I could hear my own thoughts. I’m trapped, and no matter all the threats, I doubt my strongest attack would even tickle the mass of muscle that is standing in the cage.  
 
    But to go willingly would be giving up, and I can’t do that. 
 
    His hands move to his belt and the jangle of metal echoed in the room. He pulls the strap free of his pants in one easy movement.  
 
    “Come, Magdalena,” he says, crooking that damn finger again. “Take your punishment and learn this lesson.”  
 
    “No.” I shake my head, but my lip is starting to quiver. I have nowhere to go. He’s going to win this round.  
 
    He sighs again.  
 
    “If you don’t obey me, Magdalena, my father will see your stubbornness as a reason to feed you to his men.” His tone softens, like he’s trying to reason with me. “After they’ve all raped you, tortured you, and hurt you, he’ll give you back to me and you’ll still get the punishment you’ve earned. And things will be not so pleasant for you.”  
 
    I swallow back the little whimper dying to come out. He’s telling the truth, I’d heard Andrei already make that threat. And I have no doubt it would be easily done.  
 
    His finger is crooked, he’s still beckoning me. And like a frightened puppy, I take the first step back into my cage. I need to survive. That thought carries me the rest of the way, back into the cell, back to him. 
 
    “Good.” Any tenderness that may have been there before falls away. “Stay.” And I do. I stand, powerless, watching him leave the cage and go to a cabinet at the far end of the room. I can’t see the contents, but when he returns, he’s holding a set of black leather cuffs.  
 
    He invades my space and holds his belt to my mouth. “Open,” he orders. If I keep giving in, he’ll keep taking, but if I don’t - I need to survive. 
 
    As soon as my lips part he shoves the worn leather between my teeth. “Hold that.” He spins me around until I’m facing the bars and can’t see him. My hands are yanked out to my sides. Each wrist is cuffed to a bar. I yank instinctively, but there’s no give. Did I really think there’d be any? 
 
    I bite down into the belt, holding back my plea. It would fall on deaf ears, I don’t doubt.  
 
    “Open,” he says again, tugging on the belt. My stomach rolls with the anger building inside of me. I want to scream again, but I’m not so stupid to realize that won’t get me anything but a sore throat.  
 
    I press my forehead against the bar. Readying myself. It’s not the first time I’ve had a belting, but that was drastically different. I had power. I could stop it at a drop of a word. I don’t think anything would stop this man. 
 
    Light fingertips trail down my back, over my ass. His motions stop and run to the side. He’s found my scars.  
 
    “You’ve been caned,” he says tracing the thin white scars on my ass. An overzealous Dom and too much wine. It had been a bad night. I’m lucky I only walked away with a few scars as a reminder.  
 
    “Yes.” I nod, no sense in lying.  
 
    “Why?” His question is full of curiosity - the demand isn’t there.  
 
    I crane my neck to look behind me at him, but all I can make out is his form. He’s too busy examining my body.  
 
    When I don’t answer him, he digs his nail into my ass. “Magdalena, answer me.”  
 
    “Fuck,” I breathe out when he releases my cheek. How the hell to answer him?  
 
    “Why were you caned?”  
 
    “It was a game, just some fun,” I answer, feeling the heat creep up my neck and over my face. 
 
    His hands fall away from me and I hear him shuffling behind me, but I still can’t make out what he’s doing.  
 
    The first fiery strap across my ass lets me know exactly what’s happening. The next and the one after that come rapid and low. I cry out and try to twist my torso, but there’s no getting away from him. The belt lands again and again, on my thighs, on my ass, across my shoulder blades. He works the belting over my entire backside, careful not to hit the tender spots over my kidneys. He’s meticulous and careful.  
 
    I promise myself I won’t cry. I’ve taken serious floggings and beltings before, I can make it through this. But I’m a liar. This is beyond what I’ve ever experienced - and no end seems to be in sight. 
 
    I lose count after twenty lashes, and full sobs break loose. If he took a match to me, my skin would feel less burn. Panic builds in me.  
 
    “I’m- Oh! Ow!” I scream, looking up at the ceiling. “Please! Stop!” I wiggle without result.  
 
    But he ignores me. Another half dozen lashes cross my ass before he ends the whipping.  
 
    I suck in a much-needed breath. Tears cover my cheeks, dripping down to my chest. My nose is running, but I don’t care. All I care about is getting air.  
 
    His absence is short lived. Pressing his body against my back, he pushes me into the bars. A hand dives into my hair, yanking back my head until it’s resting on his shoulder.  
 
    He licks my cheek. “Your tears are beautiful, Magdalena,” he whispers. “If you had come when I first called you-you would have only been chained to the cell. But every misstep is punished. Remember that.” His words are cold, clipped.  
 
    I nod, still whimpering like a fool. “Just let me go,” I say. 
 
    “Never.” He seals his promise with a warm kiss to my cheek. “Don’t struggle against your binds or you’ll tear the stitches in your shoulder. If I have to restitch them, I won’t grant you the privilege of being sedated. You’ll watch every stitch.”  
 
    Wait. He sewed up the wound?  
 
    “Kristoff.”  His name hits me, finally, I remember what his father called him. “Please.”  
 
    His hands are on my ass again, making me hiss at the tenderness. He pulls my ass cheeks apart and shoves two fingers into my sex. I bite back the moan at being filled and try to wiggle away from him. I can’t help how my body reacts, but I will not allow him to worm his way into my libido.  
 
    “Wet. Koroshaya devushka.” Good girl.  He pulls his fingers out and wipes my own juices across my sore ass.  
 
    He doesn’t say anything else as he replaces his belt and walks out of the cage. I twist, trying to see him. He can’t leave me like this, right? I yank at the cuffs, but the throbbing in my shoulder makes me stop. 
 
    The brightness of the room dims as the bulb in my cage is the only one left on, and the thunderous sound of the door being shut echoes again.  
 
    He’s gone.  
 
    My chest heaves and tears I didn’t think could still be inside me flow easily.  
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    Andrei sits at the dining table with his fork and knife hovering over the pile of sausage on his plate. He’s chewing when he notices me enter the room.  
 
    “You saw her?” he asks and stuffs another piece of sausage into his mouth.  
 
    I wave away the plate being offered to me and wait until the serving woman has left the room before I speak to my father. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And?” he pushes. 
 
    “And I punished her. She tried to escape.” I take several swallows of the beer set at my seat.  Tricia, my father’s personal servant girl, serves him his dinner most nights. She knows what beer I drink, and always makes sure it’s at my seat. And I drink it with much appreciation tonight. 
 
    Andrei huffs a laugh. “Stubborn bitch.” He shakes his head.  
 
    “She’s just scared.” I defend her and take another long pull of my beer. I feel him scrutinizing me but ignore it. My father has his own ways and I have mine. Mine work - his don’t.  
 
    “She should be scared,” he continues. “We need to find out what she knows, how much of our operation does she know about.” 
 
    “She’s just a journalist, Andrei.” I lean back in my chair. I’ve already had her full history dug into. I don’t go into anything without as much knowledge as I can get, and training the American girl is no different. 
 
    “What have you learned about her?”  
 
    “She works freelance, she didn’t lie about that. She’s not connected to any newspapers or networks. Mostly she writes fluff shit. Celebrity stuff. But she’s been researching trafficking for a while. Her laptop is full of information - nothing specifically tying any individuals to anything.” I already had the shitty apartment she was living in cleared out. All her things were brought to me.  
 
    “She has nothing?”  
 
    “Nothing.” I nod in confirmation. At least nothing tangible. She knew where my father’s main holdings were. Whatever she really knows is locked up in that pretty head of hers, but I’m keeping that bit of intel to myself for the time being.  
 
    Andrei will want her questioned by his men if he finds out what I suspect. And I won’t allow that. Not yet. 
 
    “Then, we’ll move forward with my plan.” He goes back to eating, and I wonder briefly if he had anything else to eat besides the fatty sausage on his plate. “I want her ready in one week.”  
 
    “Of course.” I nod. Though, I have my doubts about this woman. She has all the right reactions of a captive. Fear filled her eyes when she saw me enter the holding room. I saw the shiver go through her when I touched her. She knew enough to be scared, but she didn’t let the fear overrule her need to get free.  
 
    If I hadn’t been annoyed by her not coming back into the cage when I called her, I would have been proud of her attempt to flee the room. Stupid attempt as it was, at least she tried.  The women who cower so easily before me, they disappoint me - and I know they have a harder time once they are sold.  
 
    “Why don’t you eat?” he asked, wiping his mouth with his napkin.  
 
    “Not hungry.” For food anyway. My cock is still rock hard after delivering the punishment to Magdalena. It wasn’t her tears, though they were fucking beautiful, or her sobs - more like music to me than cries - but her body’s response. How soft she went when I finished belting her. She didn’t enjoy her punishment - I made sure of that, but her body still reacted. Her pussy had been hot and wet when I touched her, her nipples had been erect, and when I yanked her back against me, she melted into me. My cock won’t ignore true submission.  
 
    “What of her sister, Danuta?” I ask, needing a diversion from the thoughts of the red stripes covering Magdalena’s ass. 
 
    “I have that handled. You get this one under control.” He points his knife at me.  
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” I assure him. It’s never been an issue before, and it won’t now. No matter how beautiful she is - she cemented her fate when she put her focus on the Dowidoff business.  
 
    “I have a shipment moving tomorrow, I’m heading to London to oversee it.” He turns to the door leading to the kitchen. “Tricia, more beer!” he yells.  
 
    Tricia, a short, blond-haired woman - no more than twenty - runs in wearing her usual black corset and lace panties my father forces her to wear when serving meals.  
 
    She hands him his beer and bows her head, waiting to be released. He trained Tricia himself, to suit his own needs. I know my father, and the look he gives her tells me he’s about to demand a service I don't need to witness. 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow, father.” I bid him good night and leave Tricia to lower to her knees and service him while he finishes his dinner. 
 
    When I get back to my apartment on the estate, I boot up her computer. Magdalena Nowak won’t leave my mind. It’s tempting to log into the close circuit video feed in her cage, but I force myself not to. I can’t go to her again today. She needs to let her situation sink into her mind, because she’s going to have a rough time adjusting if she continues to think she can get out of it.  
 
    Instead, I dive back into her files. Checking her browser history doesn’t surprise me - not after what I saw in her cage. Kink websites, Tumblr accounts, even a few blog posts she’d written herself regarding submission.  
 
    I grab a beer from my kitchen and settle in with her laptop. 
 
    “Okay, Magdalena, tell me everything about you.”  
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    Kristoff had cuffed my hands, so I could sink to the floor and sit in my cage. At first, I was grateful to be able to sit, except my ass hurt too much to have any contact with the cement.  
 
    I have no idea what time it is. My body is sore. Every inch. My head from lack of sleep, my ass and back from that belt of his. I finally gave in to my fatigue and moved down to my knees, and then onto my ass. As much as it hurt, I couldn’t hold myself awake any longer.  
 
    When I woke up, I half expected to be unbound. My stomach growls, reminding me I hadn’t eaten. Scrambling back to my feet, I relieve the pressure on my sore ass. Surely, there are welts and bruises. The skin feels so tight, I’m afraid it will split if I bend over too far.  
 
    I’ve tried to search the room, but he bound me to face the wall behind my cage. I can’t see anything other than cement blocks. And craning my neck doesn’t help.  
 
    The door opens behind me. Boots move along the concrete flooring, but no lights flicker to life. I look over my shoulder but only see a glimpse of a black shirt as Kristoff opens the door to the cage. Stupid that he locked the cage after binding me to it, but I’m not going to remark on it. I’m going to try something new.  
 
    “Tak chto on izbil tebya.” So, he did beat you? a new voice says. I turn the other way, trying to see this new man, but he stands out of my line of sight. They don't know I can understand them, and I’m not giving them that power yet, so I don’t answer him. 
 
    A tray drops at my feet. Scrambled eggs bounce, some spills onto the floor beside the tray. An apple rolls to the edge of the tray and off. 
 
    “Breakfast,” he sneers in his thick accent. “Your ass is redder than the apple.” He laughs, stepping closer. His hands on me, I clench my ass and try to twist away, but he’s gripping me hard and I can’t get free. 
 
    “Stop,” I demand, but he only laughs. 
 
    “Did Kristoff fuck this ass last night?” He pries my cheeks apart and I arch my back, trying to press my pelvis into the bars, away from him. 
 
    “Let me go, you asshole.” I grind my teeth together. So much for my new plan of playing nice. 
 
    His laugh sounds dirty. I cringe when he moves closer to me, his hands moving up my back and around to my front. I kick out at him, but he’s already grabbed my breasts.  
 
    “These tits.” He groans and pinches my nipples. 
 
    I throw my hips back at him, trying to knock him away, but he only grabs my nipples harder.  
 
    “Fucking bitch,” he says in English - probably because he wants me to understand him. “Try that again and I won’t even spit on my cock before I shove it in your ass.”  
 
    I freeze. His right hand has left my breast and his zipper is worked down. His dick presses against my ass and he needs both hands to pull my cheeks apart. 
 
    Fuck. No. 
 
    I fight back, wiggling and kicking back and throwing my head back trying to hit him or get away. Anything to keep that prick of his from touching me.  
 
    “Chto za chert!” Kristoff barks. I don’t stop fighting my attacker, because I have no idea if Kristoff is here to help me or him. 
 
    “Get away from her!” he yells, and the man is thrown off me. My foot slips in the splattered eggs and I hit my chin on the bar but recover in time to see Kristoff throw the man to the ground and press his boot to the naked cock lying limply against the man’s thigh. “Ty ne trogavesh’ menya.” You don’t touch what’s mine Kristoff says in a voice so low, so dangerous even I freeze at the sound. 
 
    The man glares up at Kristoff but doesn’t try to move. He fires off a protest in Russian, too fast for me to catch every word, but I understand enough to know he’s insulting me and members of my patronage. Kristoff doesn’t defend my honor, simply restates that I’m not to be touched. Because I belong to him. 
 
    “She’s mine,” Kristoff spits, sounding angry. He shoves his boot into my attacker’s midsection before stepping away. “Get out.” 
 
    I turn away, not wanting to see the fury in Kristoff’s eyes when he faces me.  
 
    He kicks the tray away and uncuffs my hands. My shoulder muscles burn when I drop my hands to my sides. They weren’t stretched too far out, but enough that the muscles have tightened overnight. The cuffs aren’t removed from my wrists, just from the bars.  
 
    “Put your hands behind you,” he orders, shifting my position.  
 
    “My shoulder hurts.” I roll my arm, trying to work out the tension. Any help I thought he might give is just a dream. He pulls my hands behind me and clicks the cuffs together.  
 
    “And whose fault is that?” he growls. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t stab myself,” I retort, instantly regretting the comment as he grabs my ass cheek.  
 
    “If you try to run, or escape me while I transport you, the little belting you had last night will seem like a vacation.”  
 
    I nod, positive he means what he says, and not wanting any part of what he gave the night before.  
 
    “Walk.” He turns me to face the open door and pushes me with a single finger in the middle of my back. I’m so easily controlled now.  
 
    “Where are you taking me?” I ask once I’m outside the room and in a dimly lit hallway. The air is stale, musty.  
 
    Kristoff doesn’t answer me, just keeps needling my back with his finger. I walk faster, trying to get away from the annoying sensation, but he only quickens his step along with me.  
 
    The doors along the hallway are all closed. No windows on any of them. I try to listen for sounds. Are there other women being held captive down here? Is this where they keep the girls before they sell them?  
 
    “Shit.” I stop walking and shake my right foot. I must have stepped on a rock. Kristoff grabs my arm to keep me steady. Did he think I’d run off, naked and bound? I’m not as dumb as he and everyone else thinks. 
 
    “Let me see,” he orders, snapping his fingers and pointing at my foot.   
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He sighs, heavy like he’s had enough of me already. He points again. 
 
    Bending my knee, I show him the underside of my foot. There’s a cut, blood is already trickling down my heel.  
 
    Brushing away the dirt as best he can with his fingers, he bends lower to see better. If I was more trained, better skilled, I could use his positioning against him and try to get away.  
 
    He pulls the skin of my heel and I see the wound open up and more blood rises to the surface. I hiss and try to pull away.  
 
    Keeping his grip on my arm to keep me steady he bends down to the ground and picks up what looks like a shard of glass. It’s long and jagged. He pockets it and in a swift movement, he lifts me from the ground and deposits me over his shoulder.  
 
    I grunt, as much about his shoulder digging into my stomach as the indecency of the position he’s put me in. My hair falls around my face, shielding me from sight. How can I map out the place if I can’t even see it? 
 
    “I can walk,” I say, trying to buck up and back over his shoulder. 
 
    He smacks my ass. Hard. Not a little pat to remind me he’s in charge, but a sharp stinging smack that reminds me of how much harder he can go with me.  
 
    With my hands bound behind me, it’s hard to do anything other than lay like a limp bag of potatoes. Annoying and uncomfortable, but still the bigger problem, the more concerning issue is I can’t see where he’s taking me. And I have no idea why.  
 
    The cement flooring turns to wood stairs then to carpeting. He’s taking me through a building. A house maybe?  
 
    Men are talking somewhere off in the distance, but no one interrupts our movements. I splay my hands across my bare ass as best I can just in case. Kristoff’s chuckle tells me he finds the action pathetic.  
 
    Well, fuck him. 
 
    I make sure my legs stay clamped closed as he takes me up another flight of stairs. And another.  
 
    Where the hell is he putting me? Is he moving me from a dungeon to a tower?  
 
    “I don’t want anyone inside; do you understand me? I am not to be interrupted for any reason,” Kristoff says in Russian.  
 
    “Of course,” a deep voice responds. I try to look up again and growl, frustrated I can’t see anything and have no control over my own damn movements.  
 
    A door opens, and we enter a room, an apartment? We could be entering the third ring of hell for all I know. Considering the treatment I’ve received so far, the idea isn’t too far away from reality. 
 
    Kristoff flips lights on as he walks farther into a room. We pass a couch. The rug changes from blue to gray. Another door opens. And another. 
 
    I’m dumped on to the middle of a bed, and immediately I scramble to my knees, shaking my head to get the hair out of my eyes. It’s not long, only shoulder length and thin, so it’s not usually a problem. But hanging upside down makes it more so. 
 
    “Stay.” He points a finger at me then walks back to the door, slamming it shut and bolting it. Who would he need to keep out of the room?  
 
    Shuffling on my knees, I move as far away on the bed as I can get from him without falling to the floor. My chest aches from my heart beating too damn fast, and I can’t seem to get enough air. I’m locked in a room with the massive man who already has shown me nothing but pain.  
 
    He barely glances my way as he moves around the room, opening drawers and digging through them. He slams the last one shut and curses under his breath.  
 
    “Don’t move from that spot.” He jerks his finger at me, like it’s my fault he can’t find whatever the hell he’s looking for. I give him a nod since he seems to require acknowledgment before he gets moving again, and he unbolts the door.  
 
    While he’s gone, I sweep my gaze around the room. It’s just a bedroom. A fucking huge, luxurious bedroom, but just a room. No torture devices, no weapons hanging from the walls. If I’m not mistaken, there’s even a walkout patio through the French doors. He took me up two flights of stairs, but were we underground for the first set? How far up are we really?  
 
    As I’m trying to figure out how high up of a jump I can survive, the door opens again and he’s back.  
 
    He ignores me and walks past the dresser through another door that I assume is a bathroom when water starts running. Then a shower turns on. He’s taking a damn shower? Now?  
 
    I move from my knees to a sitting position in the bed, wincing at the tenderness still covering my entire backside. Even the plushness of the bedding isn’t enough to make me comfortable.  
 
    I’m just starting to ease off the bed when the bathroom door pulls open again and he calls me.  
 
    “What?” I ask, not having heard the last of what he said.  
 
    “Come here,” he says and crooks that fucking finger of his again. I’m going to break that finger.  
 
    “Why?” I tense, knowing if I piss him off, he’ll hurt me again, and I don’t want to be hurt. But I don’t really want to walk into a room that for all I know has been prepped to drown me. 
 
    He squares off with me, his dark eyes focused on mine, his jaw clenched. “When I call you, you come. You don’t ask questions. You do what you’re told.” He crooks his finger again. “Here.” And points to a spot on the carpet just in front of him.  
 
    I roll my eyes. Yeah, I’m not playing this game. Not with him.  
 
    “Magdalena, I saw the bruises on your ass and your thighs. They will hurt much more today if I have to take my belt to you again. And I won’t go easy on you just because of some bruises - it will be worse because you’ve earned a second punishment in such a short time.”  
 
    The way he talks reminds me of a Dom I used to play with back in New York. He was a stickler for obedience. It was fucking hot, I won’t lie. But this is different. This isn’t just being a good girl to get the orgasm at the end of the night. This is survival. 
 
    And I’d prefer to survive. 
 
    I slip off the bed and walk across the softest carpeting I’ve ever felt and stop just short of where he pointed. Some habits are hard to kill, even with his stern glare fixed on me. 
 
    “Don’t think to win. You’ll never win.” A clear warning to not push him. “Now, get to your knees.”  
 
    There isn’t a part of my body that isn’t aching and moving down to my knees still bound isn’t going to be easy - or graceful. The air swirls thick between us, his irritation becoming palpable.  
 
    With a heavy sigh, I sink down to my knees. Flicking my head to the side, I throw my hair out of my face so I can look up at him. His jeans are tight around his thighs, and his black t-shirt is snug around his chest. The man is more muscle than flesh.  
 
    “I’m going to uncuff you for a shower. Everything you need is already in there. Don’t do anything stupid and when you come out, we’ll talk.”  
 
    “I had to get on my knees for you to tell me that?” I can’t seem to stop myself.  
 
    “You had to get on your knees, Magdalena, because that’s where slaves belong.” He says it so gruffly, it’s almost hard to understand with his accent, but my body reacts to it easily enough. It comprehends him.  
 
    “I’m no one’s slave.” I thrust my chin up.  
 
    He responds with a slow, easy grin. And for a moment, he almost looks pleased. “We’ll see about that.” He pats my cheek. “Shower.”  
 
    I’m hauled up to my feet and spun around. The man handles me like I’m a damn rag doll and not a woman. After my cuffs are removed, I rub my wrists. They hadn’t been too tight, but it’s nice to have my body back under my control again.  
 
    He steps to the side and gestures for the shower. It’s a walk-in with a glass door that’s steamed up. With a quick glance back at him, I open the door and step inside.  
 
    The warm water runs over my body, soothing some of the ache from my muscles. I’m deeply aware of the monster lurking on the other side of the door, but I push him from my mind as best I can. This may be the best feeling I have all day and I’m going to enjoy it. 
 
    Remembering the breathing techniques I was taught, I take deep steady breaths and let the warm water run over my head. Water runs down my face, over my shoulders. I wonder briefly about the stitches, but shove that thought away and concentrate on my breathing.  
 
    No matter what happens next, I will survive. I will find a way out of this fucking stronghold and get free.  
 
    “Time’s up.” A hard knock on the door ruins what tranquility I was able to find.  
 
    I quickly wash and turn the water off.  
 
    The door opens and he’s there again, hovering with a towel. I try to take it from him, but he shakes his head. 
 
    “No, I’ll dry you.” He looks down at the bath mat where I assume he wants me to stand. Fine, if he wants to dry me - go ahead. I have more important things to worry about. Like what he is going to do to me in the bedroom.  
 
    The plush towel runs over my body and he makes quick work of the task, only slowing down his movements when he’s drying my breasts. When he reaches my sex, he squats down before me. 
 
    “Open your legs,” he commands.  
 
    “I’m fine there,” I say, but he slaps my thigh hard. “Fuck. Fine.” I move my right leg out and stand with my feet shoulder length apart. 
 
    The towel runs up my inner thighs to my sex. I think back to the last time I shaved, not that I should care, but find myself relieved to remember I had taken care of it just the other day.  
 
    “You’re wet,” he accuses with some levity in his tone. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what happens when you take a shower.” I remark with more snark than I intend. My nerves are running wild and controlling my tongue is becoming harder and harder to do. And it’s not helping that my body keeps reacting to him. My pussy is wet; I can feel it and it’s not the water from the shower. 
 
    “Hmm.” He doesn’t reprimand me for my remark.  
 
    The towel falls to the floor, and he holds my hips. I try to pull back, but he’s too strong and his mouth is on me next. His tongue swipes through my folds and swirls around my clit. 
 
    I fight back the moan and try to step away from him, but he’s just too damn determined.  Suckling my clit into his mouth, I let the moan escape. It’s been too long since I’ve been touched like this - have I ever been touched like this?  
 
    His tongue is as stern as the rest of him, and he continues to lick and suck my sex until I’m a heaving statue. I want to grip his hair, drag him up and down my pussy, but I manage to control myself enough not to. 
 
    “You will come for me,” he says and thrusts two fingers into my passage.  
 
    “No.” I shake my head, but arch toward him wanting more than just his fingers.  
 
    “Yes, you will. And only when I give permission. Come hard for me, right here.” He fucks me with his fingers, curling them slightly and hitting the exact right spot. I should pull away now that he’s only got one hand on me, but instead, my body leans into him.  
 
    He’s biting me, sucking, licking, fucking, all the right movements, all the right sensations.  
 
    “Come,” he orders in that stern tone of his. The one that should send fear through me, but not in this instant. Not when he moans and flicks his tongue over my clit faster and faster while his fingers are pumping in and out of me.  
 
    I can’t. I can’t come just because he said or because he’s touching me. I need to get away.  
 
    “Come, Magdalena, be a good girl for me.”  
 
    Oh fuck.  
 
    “Your pussy is so tight, so good, now be good too, come for me,” he says, and the tip of his tongue touches my clit spiraling me out of control. The waves ripple through my body, from my head to my clit and back. Screams fill the bathroom. Mine. My screams. My hands grab for the wall behind me to keep from falling over.  
 
    He doesn’t stop, he keeps fingering me until the very last pulse falls away and then he places a soft kiss to my clit and sits back. My chest heaves and I suck in air as I watch him lick his fingers clean of my juices.  
 
    I caved. 
 
    I lost. 
 
    Just like he said I would. 
 
    “That’s a good slave,” he says with a cocky grin and stands up. I think of a retort but find myself swooped up in his arms and carried back into the bedroom.  
 
    I’m tired, sore, and hazy from the mind-blowing orgasm he gave me.  
 
    After I’m dumped back on the bed, he stands over me with his arms crossed over his chest.  
 
    “Now. You’ll answer my questions. First - how did you learn Russian?” he asks me and then I realize my mistake. 
 
    He’s been speaking to me in Russian since he put his tongue on my clit.  
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    She’s cute. Realization hits her features and she blanches. She thought I hadn’t noticed her reactions when she wasn’t supposed to be understanding. She’d learn.  
 
    Finding that fucking asshole getting ready to rape her had set my nerves on fire. No one but me will touch her. No one.  
 
    I could sit and evaluate why I feel so protective over her, but I won’t. It would only end badly - for us both. No matter what I feel, she’s to be trained and sold. End of story.  
 
    “Answer me,” I bark at her when she remains quiet. Her mind is reeling, looking for a plausible lie. But I’ve already figured out one thing about my Magdalena - she’s no good at lying. 
 
    “I took it in high school,” she blurts out and I laugh.  
 
    “You took Russian in high school? In America?”  
 
    “College?” She tries again, but her voice is weak.  
 
    I take a deep breath. “Your sister, did she teach you?”  
 
    “Danuta? No. She—” She looks away from me, like it’s embarrassing to speak. “She never taught me.”  
 
    “You taught yourself then,” I say, keeping my voice hard. I have my suspicions, but I’m not giving them away yet. If I’m right, she has no idea. 
 
    “Yes.” She nods and pulls her knees up to her chest, covering her naked body from me. I sense it’s not her body she’s trying to hide though, and the part of her she’s wanting to shield won’t be kept from me.  
 
    “Why?” I ask, not really needing to know. None of this is important, and it’s distracting me from getting to her training, but I want to know. 
 
    “Why did you bring me up here?” she asks her own question.  
 
    I tilt my head, examining her features. “I could use the truth serum on you. It would be easier to get my answers.” I won’t, but she doesn’t know that. The serum would make her mind clogged and she’d be useless to me physically for a day. I only have a week to get her ready; which makes every moment count. 
 
    Her eyes widen, and for a split second, I see the fear lingering there. Just a brief moment before she covers it up with annoyance. She’s tired of threats and being bossed around. Which I find more amusing than maybe I should. After browsing her computer, I know it’s what she loves deep down. But she’s not in control here, she can’t just mutter a word and end all of this. Here, her submission isn’t her choice.  
 
    “My sister learned Russian for work, so I taught myself.” She shrugs like her confession has no meaning, but I know better. I’ve met her sister. I know what the bitch is like. I’ve seen warmer temperatures in Siberia.  
 
    “How many years older is she than you?” I ask, knowing it can’t be many, they look too similar. Although, not so close that my father should have mistaken one for the other. But he’s getting old, and it’s been many years since he had a run in with Danuta.  
 
    “Seven.” She rests her forehead on her knees. A rumble from her stomach reminds me she didn’t have breakfast. That motherfucker comes back to my mind and I can’t wait to put my fist through his face later for his insolence.  
 
    “You know what she does?” I ask, though prying into the connection between her and her sister won’t achieve my task.  
 
    “She—” Magdalena sighs. “She’s going to find me. She’s going to come here and find me and kill all of you.” I hear the desire in her words, she wants them to be true, desperately.  
 
    I don’t laugh. There’s nothing funny about what’s going to happen to her once I’m done with her. Letting her have hope would be cruel. 
 
    “No. Magdalena, she’s not. She’s never going to find you. Once I have you properly trained, my father will sell you to the highest bidder. If you obey, if you learn, you’ll be lucky and a man who enjoys obedience will buy you. But if you resist, if you don’t present well, a man who enjoys punishing girls like you will buy you.” I step closer to the bed. “And you don’t want that.” 
 
    Tears build in her eyes, shimmering on her lids before they fall silently down her cheeks.  The flush from her orgasm has faded.  
 
    “I have a meeting. Rest in here, don’t fuck around and I won’t bind you, but if you try to escape or hurt anyone that enters this room, you’ll be bound and chained.” I wipe my hand across my mouth, the taste of her still lingers on my tongue.  
 
    Giving her the orgasm hadn’t been my original plan, but it seems to have done the trick. She’s more pliable, more thoughtful.  
 
    “I’ll have Tricia bring up a tray of food for you. She won’t hurt you, but if you do anything that suggests disobedience, she will tell me.” It’s true, she will, if I ask her.  Even after all the years under my father’s control, Tricia will still try to protect those she thinks are innocent. But she’s been conditioned never to directly lie. If asked, she will tell the truth. 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Magdalena says from the bed, her face is buried in her lap again. Her dark hair shrouds her features. She’s going to have a rough afternoon, but it can’t be helped. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid. I can hear your stomach growling from here, and food will keep your strength up. You’ll need it.” I head to the door and unbolt it.  
 
    “I won’t eat it,” she mumbles.  
 
    “If you don’t eat, I’ll force it down. You won’t win these little tugs of wars, Magdalena. I will make you even if I have to sit on you and shove the food down your throat with my fingers, you will eat.”  Potential buyers will want her healthy - not a bag of bones, I tell myself.  
 
    I take her silence as agreement and leave her alone in the room, locking the door from the outside. No one can go in or out without my key.  
 
    Once I get Tricia working on more food for our newest captive, I search out the bad guy.  It’s time we have a talk about touching other people’s things. 
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    It’s evening before I hear the lock on the door turn again. Earlier, a young woman, Tricia, brought me a tray of food. Fresh fruit, toast, an omelet, and coffee.  I tried to speak to her, to get some information, maybe help, but she only shook her head and kept her lips sealed. 
 
    I scramble from the bed and brace myself. If it’s not her, it could either be Kristoff or one of his men. I won’t be caught off guard a second time.  
 
    Kristoff steps inside and stops short when he sees me, fists up, legs spread, ready to battle. He rolls his eyes and shakes his head. Obviously, I’m not as intimidating as I feel.  
 
    “You’re dressed. Why?” he asks while bolting the door.  
 
    I drop my hands to my sides and stand upright, tugging on the t-shirt I wear. His pants were all too big on me. So is the dark blue t-shirt, but at least it covers me.  
 
    “I was cold,” I lie. I could have just snuggled up under the covers. The linens looked so soft, so comfortable, I was afraid I would fall asleep too deeply to hear if the deadbolt turned again. 
 
    “Lie again, and I’ll hang a weight from your tongue.” His words are chilled.  
 
    “I wanted to get dressed,” I say and hug myself around the middle.  
 
    “And you think your wants are meaningful here?”  
 
    I wish I could see past the darkness in his stare. He can’t be so black and white, either angry or pleased. There has to be a middle ground there somewhere.  
 
    “I think you left me in a room full of clothes, and I had none. So, I fixed the problem.” I manage to keep most of the sarcasm out of my tone.  
 
    “You weren’t told to get dressed. You only do what you are told to do, and don’t do what you are told not to. This is the first rule you will learn.” He pockets the key and leans his hip against the door. “Remove the shirt.”  
 
    “I won’t be trained like some fucking animal. I will not let you sell me.” I say the words, feel the heat in them as they leave my tongue, but my insides aren’t so confident. There’s no one here to stop them, to help me. 
 
    He doesn’t bother to respond. He walks to me and rips the shirt neckline hem down the middle. In one quick motion, he spins me around and yanks the shirt down my arms, the fabric burning my skin as it’s pulled free. 
 
    “You don’t let anything around here. Here, you do as your told. I’m getting really tired of telling you that. You need to accept your place, accept what’s happening or it’s going to be so much worse for you.” He grips my hair, yanking my head back and bringing his face close to mine. “Don’t make this worse on yourself.”  
 
    His words remind me of a parent pleading with their child to just behave, because they don’t want to punish them. But that can’t be true for Kristoff, this is what he does. His whole life is making women do things they don’t want to do and punishing them when they don’t. 
 
    “Fuck. You,” I say through clenched teeth. I think being left alone for too long has given me a new bravado. I want out, and I’m not going to be a pussy about it. I will not let this man scare me, I won’t let him train me and sell me like I’m nothing. Because I am something. 
 
    “You haven’t earned a fucking yet.” His lips curl slowly like he’s found a new way to piss me off.  
 
    Gathering as much saliva as I can, I spit it in his face. It lands across his eyes and nose, dripping down his cheek. I gasp at the sight, knowing it was too far, too much. He’ll have to retaliate.  
 
    With his free hand, he wipes my spit from his face and smears it across my chest. Struggling only hurts me, his grip too tight at my scalp, but at least I try. I have to escape. I can’t give in. 
 
    “Fine. You want a fucking.” He drags me to the bed and shoves me down over the side. His hand smashes my face into the mattress; his knee jams between my thighs, wedging them apart.  
 
    “No!” I can’t get a good enough grip on the bed or gather enough strength to push him off me. Like a wild animal, I shove and kick and fight him. This isn’t going to happen. I won’t let it. 
 
    “You wanted this. Remember that. You asked me for it.” His tongue runs along the shell of my ear, his words penetrating deeply. He’s too big, I can’t move him. Doesn’t stop me from squirming though.  
 
    His hand runs along my sex, running around my clit. The stimulation is there, but my mind rejects it. “No!” I scream again and increase my struggles. 
 
    “Spit for me again, Magdalena. You did so good the first time.” His angry growl penetrates me. His hand appears before me, his palm waiting for me to spit in it. “This is the only lubricant you’re getting so make it good.” He shoves my head again as if to remind me of his strength. I can barely breathe with him crushing me like his.  
 
    “Please. No.” I suck in a breath when he lets up the pressure on my back, but it’s short-lived. “Don’t.”  
 
    “Spit or suffer more. Your choice.” He nudges my chin with the edge of his hand. 
 
    Thoughts spin through my mind. If I spit, I’m condoning this, I’m giving him permission. If I don’t, I’m going to make it harder, he’ll hurt me. This is what the lesson is all about, right? Giving into it, and accepting my fate?  
 
    He growls, “Upryamaya devushka,” stubborn girl.  He shoves me again and forces his hand into my mouth. Fingers encroach too far back, and I gag. Pushing his hand away doesn’t work, he’s not going to give up until he’s ready.  
 
    His hand disappears, and his buckle is undone, his zipper rips down and he’s muttering to himself behind me. I can’t understand him, he’s talking too low, too fast.  
 
    “Kristoff, no!” I push up again, but he just smashes me back down. If I struggle more, he’ll rip my hair out. Switching gears, I rear my ass back at him, then start to kick my legs out.  
 
    But he doesn’t care. Compared to him, I’m a rag doll.  
 
    The tip of his cock penetrates me, and I scream. A long, throat splitting scream as he slowly slips into my body. Too big, I’m too small. I scramble again on the bed, needing to get away, to get him out of me. 
 
    He tightens his hold on my hair and has my hip in his other hand, his nails digging into my ass.  
 
    “Stop!” I scream, but he retracts only enough to push back in again. The pain blinds me, and I cry out more. Swinging my hands behind me, I only make contact briefly with his arm, or was it his chest. I can’t see, and I can only focus on the burn of his cock stretching me from within.  
 
    “No!” I yell again. 
 
    He’s not saying anything. He’s not even responding to my struggles. His cock continues to thrust into me over and over again and I cry. Tears pour down my cheeks, soaking the bed beneath me.  
 
    “Get off me!” I burst into a new battle cry and flail beneath him, but my strength is getting less as he continues to pump himself into me. If I was facing him, I could claw at his face, but he’s behind me. Fucking me like a dog, my face pushed down and my ass high up for him.  
 
    “Fuck.” I hear him, and he releases my hair to hold my hips with both hands.  
 
    Bucking up, I try to get away, but he shoves a finger, maybe it’s his thumb, into my ass and I scream again. My throat is on fire, but I keep screaming for him to stop. He’s turned a deaf ear to me. 
 
    “Keep fighting me, and this will be the hole I fuck next.” He wiggles his finger inside my asshole. It’s not very deep, just barely penetrating me, but it’s enough to send a new tremor of fear through me.  
 
    “Stop. Please,” I beg, but it’s too late. He’s already fucking me. He’s already inside and taking what he thinks is his.  
 
    He’s grunting with each thrust. My hips are going to bruise from the force that he’s holding me. Pushing up doesn’t work anymore, my arms are jellified.  
 
    My screams fade to sobs, and I’m left crying into the mattress having lost all that bravado I had when I spit in his face. Only moments ago, but it feels so far away.  
 
    The fight hasn’t left me, not even with the looming threat of his finger. I can’t just let this happen. There’s more to me than this. 
 
    I kick my legs back and try to throw my weight to the left. A sad attempt to throw him off me, and it fails miserably.  
 
    “Damn you,” he says softly. He pulls my ass cheeks apart, wide, so wide it feels like my skin will tear. “Stubborn, so fucking stubborn.” His words are accusing. Like what he’s doing is my fault. Like I brought this on myself.  
 
    Maybe I can get to his face if I turn my torso again. But my thought of attack is frozen in my mind when his cock pulls out of my cunt and rips past my anal ring.  
 
    He’s in my ass. 
 
    Shock takes over first, then the burn, the pain. 
 
    I scream, louder than before. All sense of fight recedes as my mind can only concentrate on the blinding pain in my ass. He’s not gentle. Not relenting. He’s a man on a mission. To make me submit to his punishment.  
 
    Another thrust, more pain-sharp, unyielding, and he stills. My hands fist the bedding beneath me as he releases his cum into me, filling me. A new pain spreads through me, filling my chest. Rage. Pure raw rage, tampered with the idea that he’s still on top of me.  
 
    Insults, rants, threats all burn my tongue wanting to escape and fling at him, but I hold back. I bury my face into the covers, humiliated, worn out, used - fucked.  
 
    He slips out of me, stands up and rezips his jeans. “Get up.” He smacks my ass. “Stand up now,” he orders in that steel voice of his. 
 
    I want to tell him to fuck off again, but I think I’ve learned his punishment. He’ll just make me. He’ll always make me. 
 
    My feet find the floor and I manage to push myself to stand on shaky legs. I can’t see him well with my hair mangled in front of my face, but that’s fine. Looking at him will make me vomit.  
 
    “You will remain naked at all times.” He pushes my hair away from my face with a gentleness he did not afford me only moments before. “Do you understand me?”  
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Words, Magdalena. Always words,” he corrects me, but the steel has softened.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes, what?” he asks, and I chance to look up at him. Tears still linger on my lids, making his features blurry but I can see the wrinkled brow, the tense lips. He’s still teaching me. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I whisper, not getting one ounce the satisfaction I’ve gotten in the past at using the phrase.  
 
    “Clean yourself up. I’ll have dinner sent up for you.” He looks me over with a blank expression. He’s hiding from me. Lucky him.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” I whisper and go back to looking at the floor. A drop of blood splatters at my feet, soaking into the carpet. It’s mine. I’m bleeding. 
 
    When a tear drips from my cheek and mingles with the crimson red droplets, I suck back a sob. I underestimated him. I forgot who he is, what he is.  
 
    Why won’t he leave, why is he still standing in front of me? I chanced another glance, expecting to find a smug asshole glaring down at me.  
 
    “I’ll be back,” he says and heads for the door. “I expect you to eat everything on your dinner tray.” He throws the dictate over his shoulder but doesn’t even look at me. It’s like he doesn’t want to see me any more than I want to see him.  
 
    Once the door is closed and I’m alone again, my legs stop pretending to work and I sink to the floor. His cum is slipping out of me, mixed with my blood, but I don’t care how messy it is.  
 
    The sobs come hard and fast now. No sense in trying to rein them in. Curling up with my knees pressed to my chest, I hug them and lean against the bed.  
 
    Accept my position, accept my situation.  
 
    That’s what he wants. 
 
    If this is my new life, I’d rather not have any at all. 
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    Tricia ignores me as I stomp around the kitchen. She knows enough to back off when needed. And right now - it’s needed.   
 
    “Where the fuck are all the apples?” I yell, slamming the refrigerator door. I like them cold. She knows this.  
 
    “We gave the last one to the new girl, this morning,” she reminds me in her soft-spoken way. She’s been under my father’s control for too long; she doesn’t even flinch when I slam my fist onto the counter near where she’s working on chopping onions. Sometimes my father makes her cook for him. And since the usual kitchen staff isn’t around, I assume he’s put her on KP duty for the night. 
 
    I need a tray of food brought up to Magdalena, but I don’t want to put that on Tricia since it looks like my father has put her to work. Taking her away from the duties he gave her could end up with her strapped up on the wall and taking a caning from him.  
 
    “Where’s Samantha?” I demand.  
 
    “She’s been given to Matvei for the evening,” Tricia says, but a drop of bitterness is laced in her tone. Not because she envies Samantha, but because she knows there’s nothing she can do to stop it.  If my father’s given her to Matvei for the night, she’ll be out of sight for a full day or two until she’s able to move around enough to work.  
 
    I clench my teeth. “Why?”  
 
    She lifts a shoulder in a dainty shrug. “To make up for what you did to him.” My father speaks freely in front of her, which works in my favor more times than not. But she doesn’t glance at me when she tells me this news, knowing it won’t make me happy. Giving that asshole a reward after I beat him down for touching what’s mine doesn’t exactly show my father backs my decisions. 
 
    “Fine. Get someone to help in here then. I need a tray of food brought up to my room. Pasta, something comforting - and a dessert.” I drag my fingers through my hair. I need to get in a fucking shower.  
 
    Tricia stops chopping and looks sideways at me. “Is there something else I can give her?” The question is quiet, and she knows asking is a risk.  
 
    I nod. “Yeah. Give her three ibuprofen tablets and a glass of wine - red.” She’ll still hurt, but at least it will buffer the pain. “And get the carpet cleaned up there too.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” She goes back to chopping her onions.  
 
    I leave the kitchen, knowing Tricia will get it all done and head to my workout room. There’s a full bathroom attached, and I can shower there without having to go back to my bedroom.  
 
    Because she’s in there and I can’t see her yet.  
 
    I can’t look at that wounded look on her face. I turn the hot water on and step inside, dunking my head under the stream. Blood washes off my cock and pools at my feet before it swirls down the drain. Her blood.  
 
    “Fuck!” I yell into the shower.  
 
    Nothing with this girl has gone the way it’s supposed to. I have a system. A very strict, easy system when I get a girl to train. I explain the situation. I set the rules. I show them what to expect and I teach them the shit they don’t already know about serving a man sexually. But none of that has gone right with her.  
 
    I’ve fucked unwilling women before, even harder than I fucked her, but I’d given them pleasure. They were high on orgasmic waves when I thrust my cock into them the first time.  
 
    This girl gets to me unlike any other I’ve trained. I haven’t even started the training!  
 
    I need to get my head out of my ass and get the situation under control. She’ll be pliable now. No more fighting me for control. Fuck, she doesn’t even want control. This woman is a natural, willing submissive and all I have to do is tap into that - but instead she fights me every fucking step. 
 
    But right now, she’s hurting. Not just from me forcing her, but she’s starting to understand the hopelessness of her struggle. She can’t win. She can’t run. She’ll just have to give in. 
 
    I turn off the water and dry off quickly. Right now, she’s soft, if I work with her tonight, maybe she’ll start to grasp the situation and work toward making the best of it. It doesn’t have to be all bad. If she learns quick and does what she’s told, I can get a good buyer for her. Someone who will at least take care of her - won’t just stick her in a cell and fuck her whenever the mood strikes him.  
 
    Like my father does. 
 
    Just thinking of him makes my stomach twist.  
 
    I grab a new pair of jeans, one without the stains of her blood on them, and yank them up.  
 
    After I finish dressing and comb back my wet hair, I make a call for the house physician to meet me at my apartment and head up to meet him. She’ll be scared to see another man entering the room, it’s best if I’m with him.  
 
    “Kristoff.” Dr. Morrow nods in greeting when I find him at my door.  
 
    “Hey, doc.” I shake his hand and snag the key from my pocket, letting us into the apartment. “She’s in the bedroom.” I consider going in first, to warn her about the exam - but disregard it. I can’t coddle her, not now. She’s had a shit day, and she needs to learn that shit days don’t mean you don’t have to follow rules and can decide what happens next. Going easy on her will only make things harder for her once she’s transported at the end of the week. 
 
    If the good doctor has any concerns about the bedroom being dead-bolted from the outside, he’s smart enough to keep them to himself. But he’s been the physician at my father’s estate for long enough to find very little about what goes on around here unusual. 
 
    Magdalena is sitting on the bed, blood stains her thighs and the bedding beneath her. She hasn’t washed, and by the look of the tray sitting on the end of the bed, she hasn’t eaten either.  
 
    “Magdalena.” I walk over to the bed. She doesn’t react. “Magdalena,” I say with more force. She looks up from her lap, streaks of dried tears stain her cheeks. Her eyes are bloodshot and puffy. “Magdalena, you were supposed to shower,” I remind her but soften my voice.  
 
    “I—” she blinks. “I’m sorry.” She unfolds her legs and scoots to the end of the bed. I help her stand and she gives me a wary look. She’s scared. I feel it in her trembling body. She’s frightened of me.  
 
    The dark pit in my stomach burns.  
 
    “Here, I’ll help you, then the doctor can look you over. Okay?” I scoop her up into my arms and carry her to the bathroom.  
 
    She’s stiff in my arms, doesn’t answer me or fight me. Like a sack of flour.  
 
    “Warm bath should help,” Dr. Morrow says as we pass him. “I’ll strip the bed and call for Tricia to come change the sheets.”  
 
    “She should have fucking done that when the food was brought up. I want to know why she didn’t tell me this was going on.” I nod toward my girl in my arms.  
 
    My girl. 
 
    Dangerous thinking for a man like me. 
 
    She can’t be mine. 
 
    Especially not after what I’ve done.  
 
    I’ve broken her. 
 
    “I need you to sit here, okay?” I place her on the toilet lid and wait for her nod before I work on getting the tub filled with warm water. She won’t look at me. She isn’t crying anymore, but she won’t speak either.  
 
    “Magdalena, did you take the ibuprofen I had sent up?” I ask, testing the water with my hand.  
 
    She nods.  
 
    “All three?” 
 
    She nods again.  
 
    “Why didn’t you eat?” 
 
    A shrug.  
 
    “I told you to eat.” I firm up my voice and at least I get a reaction. Her shoulders tense. “Let’s get you cleaned up, then Dr. Morrow will check you over, and then you’ll eat. Every damn bite. Understand?”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” she whispers as though I hit the response button on her motherboard.  
 
    A fucking robot. 
 
    I sigh and lift her from where I have her perched and ease her into the bath. She leans back and closes her eyes, not stopping me in my mission of washing away all the evidence of the violence of our last encounter.  
 
    Other than tensing when I bring the washcloth close to her pussy, she lets me have my way. For once. I shake my head, this isn’t the submission I want from her.  
 
    “Do you hurt anywhere?” I ask, pulling apart her pussy lips and running the cloth gently through her folds.  
 
    “No,” she lies. I glance at her and find a glimmer of fierceness in her eyes. The light isn’t dead, just dimmed.  
 
    I don’t chastise her for the lie, chasing her away now would be stupid. And I’ve already used up all my stupid for the day.  
 
    “Okay, lean your head back.” I go about washing her hair. Short dark locks that easily allow my fingers to comb through. While she has her head leaned back, I admire her neck. Long and soft - a perfect place to kiss, to bite, to wrap my hand around.  
 
    “All done,” I announce, and she pulls her knees up to her chest.  
 
    I uncork the tub and the glugging sound of the drain fills the space between us. I grab a towel from the rack. “Stand up.”  
 
    She still doesn’t move. I coddled too much.  
 
    “Now, Magdalena. I can’t dry you off if you’re sitting - get up.” I hold out the towel. She grimaces with her movements but gets to her feet. “Hands at your sides,” I order, and she listens.  
 
    I wouldn’t mind a bit of snark at this moment.  
 
    “The doctor’s waiting. And I expect you to do everything he says, no matter how you feel about it. Understand?” I finish wringing out her hair and point to the door.  
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    I’m beginning to hate that phrase. 
 
    “Good.” I snap my fingers and move ahead of her, making her follow me into the bedroom. Tricia must have come and gone. The bed is remade. The tray has been moved to a nearby table.  
 
    “Hello, Magdalena.” Dr. Morrow steps between us, blocking me from her view. “I’m Dr. Morrow. I work for the Dowidoff family and my job is to make sure you’re in good health. I need you to lay on the bed for me, please. All right?” His pleasant voice grates on me. Her visual acceptance of him being there, her nod, irritates me more. 
 
    Dr. Morrow glances at me, then at a chair in the corner of the room. Obviously, he’d like me to stay out of his way.  
 
    No way. 
 
    I grab the chair and drag it to the side of the bed, within arm’s reach of Magdalena. She could fight him and need to be restrained, I tell myself.  
 
    I’m a liar. 
 
    “How old are you, Magdalena?” Dr. Morrow asks while snapping on a pair of gloves.  
 
    “Twenty-five,” she answers softly. She seems younger to me, I would have thought twenty-one. 
 
    “Hmmm, and your last period, when was that?” He places the stethoscope to her chest.  
 
    “I have an IUD. I don’t get my period anymore.” Her eyes dart to me but refocus on the doctor quickly. At least we can be sure she didn’t get pregnant.  
 
    “And your last sexual encounter?” He picks up her wrist and glances at his watch.  
 
    “A year ago,” she says and turns her face away. “Other than today,” she adds with a sour tone. 
 
    “If you weren’t sexually active why do you have the birth control implant?” I ask, gaining a disapproving glare from Morrow. 
 
    She turns back with a hard glare. “I had horrible periods. Lots of blood. Lots of pain. Kind of like today.” She swallows, and the fear returns to her expression. She’s stepped on that line and she’s not sure if I’m going to retaliate or not. 
 
    “I’m going to need to examine your vaginal area, Magdalena. Please drop your knees to the side, dear.” Dr. Morrow ignores the little battle between us and leans over her. He’s blocking my view of what he’s doing, and I’m positive he’s doing it on purpose. 
 
    He may work for our family, but that doesn’t mean he’s as big of an asshole as the rest of us. My father pays him too much to get in the way of our business with the girls he treats, but he still makes it his mission to treat the girls with a kindness I can’t. 
 
    It’s too dangerous to give them that. They won’t have it when they leave us.  
 
    “No tearing. That’s good.” He pats her inner thigh and smiles up at her. “I need to check your backside, too, Magdalena, all right?” He asks her like she’s allowed to deny or allow anything anymore.  
 
    She doesn’t answer him but gives a small nod and rolls to her side. Dr. Morrow pulls her ass cheek up, spreading open the crevice where he’ll find the tight hole I violated only hours ago. 
 
    I should look away, give her some sense of dignity, but I can’t. I need to see what I’ve done, how much damage there is. The ring of muscle is still holding tight, but there’s a tear. Even I can see it. A trickle of blood is still flowing.  
 
    Dr. Morrow shakes his head when he touches her, and she flinches but keeps his opinion about it to himself. Smart man.  
 
    “I don’t think you’ll need stitches here, but you will be very sore for a few days.” He releases her cheek and pats her hip, telling her he’s all finished. He pulls off his gloves and turns to me, gesturing for me to follow him away from the bed and to the other end of the room. We won’t be overheard. 
 
    Magdalena stays on her side, pulling her knees up to her chest again. I can see her bare ass, and the bruises from the belting turning a dark purple.  
 
    Dr. Morrow sees them too and frowns momentarily.  
 
    “She’s fine. No permanent damage, but I wouldn’t suggest any further use of her today, maybe not tomorrow either.” He says this knowing I can’t wait that long, she can’t be given too much of a reprieve - she won’t get any in the future with her new owner. “Stay away from her ass for as long as you can. She doesn’t need to be stitched, but any further tearing could have bad results,” he warns. 
 
    “Thanks.” I nod, not commenting on his recommendations. Better he not know what’s coming her way. Maybe he can sleep better at night that way.  
 
    Dr. Morrow nods, gathers his things, and whispers his goodbye to Magdalena. It’s tempting to stop him and demand to know what he said, but she smiled softly after his words - so whatever it was, I’ll let her keep them to herself.  
 
    After the doctor leaves and I rebolt the door, I walk over to the table with her dinner still on it.  
 
    “It’s time to eat, Magdalena.”  
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    If Kristoff thinks giving me a bath and having a doctor check me out to be sure he didn’t tear me in two, is going to make any of this better - he’s more delusional than I had him pegged. 
 
    When I was a little girl, my mother would go in rampages over the dumbest things. She couldn’t find her keys, she tripped over one of our shoes - everyday shit that happens to everyone. But she’d rage and scream and throw things and call us horrible names, and when she calmed down, she’d apologize. Give us ice cream for dinner or let us stay up past bedtime to watch a movie with her. None of it made me feel any better. But it probably took away some of her guilt. 
 
    Which is probably what Kristoff is doing - trying to wipe away his guilt. But that’s his problem. 
 
    My problem is getting myself to snap out of this funk. I can’t give up. I can’t, but I’m too tired to fight him. I’m too scared of what’s coming next. I hadn’t thought he’d be capable of what he did.  
 
    What sort of things will the next man do?  
 
    “I’m not hungry, and it’s probably cold,” I say, still balled up on the bed. I should get under the covers, not let him see me naked - but it’s not like he can’t just rip them off me if he wants to get to my body again.  
 
    The pills he gave me have taken the edge off the pain, but I’m still sore in places I doubt ibuprofen can fix. 
 
    “Well, if it’s cold that’s your fault. And I don’t care if you’re hungry.” He sits on the bed, putting the tray down in front of me and taking off the lids. A bowl full of pasta and veggies and a large piece of chocolate cake greets me. My stomach growls at the sight, and my mouth waters.  
 
    Pasta is my best friend in the world.  
 
    He’ll just force me if I don’t eat, so I scoot up to sit and crisscross my legs. The movements make the pain in my ass and shoulder spark to life, but I keep it to myself. He’s been given enough of my pain for one day, he can’t have anymore.  
 
    My hand is pushed away when I reach for the fork, and he grabs it. 
 
    “I don't need you to feed me, I’ll eat,” I say, but he’s already loaded up the fork with pasta and a big chunk of tomato. 
 
    “You don’t have a boyfriend back home? You said you haven’t had sex in a year,” he says and shovels the food into my mouth. I close my eyes at the deliciousness of the meal. Whoever made this dish, knew exactly what they were doing. 
 
    “Would it have changed anything if I do?” I ask after I swallow.  
 
    He pauses, gathers up some cake on the fork and brings it back to my lips. “Probably not.”  
 
    At least he doesn’t lie to me.  
 
    “How does a pretty girl like you not have a boyfriend or at least a few one-nighters in the past year?” he asks with a little tilt to his lips.  
 
    “How does a man kidnap, rape, and sell women, sleep at night?” I counter the question, feeling a bit braver since he’s being civil. The monster who left my room hours earlier didn’t return, but that didn't mean he wasn't still there. Lurking beneath the surface. 
 
    “Soundly,” he deadpans. I can’t tell if he’s being sarcastic or serious, and it doesn’t matter.  
 
    He hands me the fork and lets me scoop up more pasta.  
 
    “Why are you investigating my father? You know how dangerous he is,” he asks me, sounding more curious than demanding.  
 
    I shrug. “I’ve heard my sister talk about him. About what you do. I thought it would be a groundbreaking article.”  
 
    “Sex trafficking?” he huffed a laugh. “It’s not new, this thing he does,” he says, and his accent thickens.  
 
    “No. But - he lives right here in England. Just like a normal person, and I wanted to see it. I was just going to snap some photos of the estate - from outside. Maybe talk to a few locals that know him.” There’s no reason to be telling him this, but he’s got his feet propped up on the bed now, his hands folded behind his head. He’s never looked so casual.  
 
    “And what about everything that happens inside?” he asks with darkened eyes. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to try to get inside, yet.”  My plans weren’t as developed as maybe he and his father think.  
 
    “You don’t plan so much, do you? Sort of fly by the seat of your pants through life?” There’s a lightness to his tone - one I’m not used to from him. It’s unsettling. 
 
    I finish the cake without answering him. He doesn’t deserve an answer and I’m worn out. My lids are heavy, and my knees hurt. Pushing the tray away from me, I uncurl my legs and shimmy under the covers.  
 
    His heavy sigh tells me he’s getting annoyed again.  
 
    “Tomorrow is going to be rough for you,” he announces, standing up from the chair. “We start training.” He picks up the tray with the empty dessert dish and half-eaten pasta. “Get some sleep.”  
 
    “Is training worse than what you did this afternoon?” I ask. A full stomach apparently has gotten rid of enough fear that I’m risking another beating - or worse. 
 
    His body stiffens when I mention our last encounter. The plates dance on the tray as he grips it tighter.  
 
    “Since you’re less experienced than I thought, you have more to learn than I thought. We’ll start discussing what experience you have as a submissive, then move onto other things.”  
 
    My eyes widen.  
 
    He knows.  
 
    “Just because I didn’t fuck everything that moved in the last year doesn’t mean I’m inexperienced.” I throw at him, the irritation in me not stopping my brain from firing at him. Am I really defending my sexual life to him?  
 
    “You’ll have your chance to show me how much experience you have tomorrow,” he says and leaves me alone once again. 
 
    Staring up at the ceiling, I run through the events of the day, the loss of hope, the pain. Everything he’s been telling me is true.  
 
    I have no way out of this if my sister doesn’t get to me in time. I still believe she will. She’ll know something’s wrong when I don’t call her. I call her almost daily.  When she doesn’t get a text or call, she’ll try to get a hold of me. She’ll find me.  
 
    She’s a fucking CIA agent! She’ll find me. 
 
    It’s my only option now. 
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    Magdalena eats her entire breakfast without any warnings from me. Her eyes are a bit brighter in the morning sunlight, but I can still see the lingering fear from yesterday. 
 
    As much as it sours my stomach, it’s better for her to have it. She should hold on to it, cradle it, because the fear will keep her obedient, and it will keep her safe. 
 
    From men like me. 
 
    No. From men worse than me. 
 
    “Stand up,” I order and remove her empty plate from in front of her. Her hair is messy from sleep; she tossed and turned most of the night until I finally scooted over to her and wrapped my arm around her middle. Hugging her tightly to my body, she finally settled into a deep sleep and melted into me. Though I’m sure she doesn’t recall any of this.  
 
    I shove the table to the wall and pull away her chair once she’s on her feet.  
 
    “Move down to your knees, place your hands on your thighs palms down,” I instruct her and wait for the resistance.  
 
    With as much grace as any woman I’ve trained before, she moves down to her knees, parts them and palms her thighs. She’s not new to this. 
 
    “How long have you been submissive?” I ask, catching us both off guard. I’m curious, but it really has no bearing on what I planned for the day.  
 
    She glances up at me through her lashes and a soft pink hue tints her cheeks.  
 
    “Since my first boyfriend, I was seventeen.” I’m more surprised by her answer than by my asking the question.  
 
    “A seventeen-year-old was a dominant?” I know it’s possible. I trained my first slave for my father at eighteen, but I need to know more about her. She gives more freely when trying to contradict me. 
 
    “He wasn’t seventeen.” She looks back at her lap like she doesn’t want to tell me the rest of it. Which means I need to know. 
 
    “How old was he?” I ask with a sigh. I really don’t like dragging answers from people.  
 
    “Twenty-two.” The blush on her cheeks deepen, and her fingers are digging into her thighs.  
 
    I reach down to cup her chin and pull her gaze back to me. Hiding doesn’t work for me, and she really should know that by now. 
 
    “Is he the man who took your virginity?” My question has nothing to do with the training we’re going to begin, but I want to know. I feel a burning need to know as much about Magdalena as I can. 
 
    “No, well - we didn’t have sex, just - well, other things.” Talking about this is making her blush. She has a modest tinge to her soul. I like it.  
 
    “How did you date a man five years older than you and come away still a virgin?” It seems unlikely. If she was half as fuckable at seventeen as she is now, the man must have been cockless.  
 
    “Unlike you - he respected women. He didn’t go further than I wanted him to.” She spits the answer at me with a venom in her tone that scalds me. This girl knows exactly which buttons to press.  
 
    “A twenty-two-year-old trying to get into the pants of a seventeen-year-old isn’t a man who respects women. He’s a man chasing tail and saying whatever he needs to get it. I bet you dated for two months, maybe three. He wouldn’t wait longer than that. He spanked you a little, maybe did some bedroom bondage with his ties? Then he realized the gates were sealed shut on that pretty pussy of yours, and he hightailed it out.” Her eyes widen more with every word I say, and I want to find this asshole and put my fist through his face.  
 
    “It- it wasn’t like that. He took a new job and needed to relocate.” She says it like she’s convincing herself I’m wrong. Except I’m never wrong. Not when it comes to men’s intentions.  
 
    “Hmmm.” I release her chin, noting my finger marks linger on her creamy skin before slowly fading away.  
 
    “It wasn’t,” she whispers to her lap.  
 
    “You’ve played then, with other men?” I go back to the insane line of questioning I began. It really doesn’t matter how much experience she’s had with impact play, or blood play, or anything else. Whatever her owner wants to do to her she’ll endure - because she won’t have a choice. There won’t be a safeword for her to cry out when it’s too much. And it will be too much.  
 
    I unclench my fists and take a step away from her. I need space, I need to remember that she’s not mine to protect. She can’t be. She’s mine to train, that’s it.  
 
    “Yes, mostly casual. Nothing serious.” She flicks her hair back over her shoulder. 
 
    “No more boyfriends?”  
 
    She shakes her head. “None that were serious.”  
 
    “Sexual experience? Other than actual sex. Have you sucked a cock before?” Just the idea of her sweet lips wrapped around my cock has it standing at attention. “I know you’ve had your pussy eaten - at least once.” I grin, remembering how easily she melted into my hands when I took her clit in my mouth. Fuck she tasted good. I won’t wait too much longer before having another serving. 
 
    “Yes. I’ve done that. I just told you I did other things,” she answers with her teeth gritted. I wonder if I touch her will her pussy be wet for me. Her pupils are already dilated, and her breathing is a bit shallower.  
 
    I clear my throat. “Good.”  
 
    “I don’t want this. You understand that, right? It’s wrong, what you’re doing. What your father does. It’s wrong.” Her voice is firm but low. If she’s trying to tap into my conscience, she’s wasting her time.  
 
    “So is child labor, forced work camps, poor health care, homelessness, child abuse, the list goes on.” I fist her hair and pull her head back, mostly because I like to see her in that position, on her knees, looking up at me with her neck elongated and waiting for me to lick it. Or better yet, bite it.  
 
    “That’s not—” 
 
    “There will always be bad things, bad people in the world, Magdalena. You will not change this.”  
 
    Her jaw clenches. “Maybe not, but Danuta can.” The conviction in her words almost has me convinced. Almost.  
 
    I force a laugh. “I don’t think you know your sister as well as you think you do.”  
 
    “She’s my sister. Of course, I do,” she protests, and I tighten my hold on her hair, enjoying the wince of pain cross her face.  
 
    “No. Magdalena. My innocent girl, you know very little about so many things.” I pat her cheek and release her. “Now, press your cheek to the floor and wait for me to step up to you. When I do, kiss my boot gently with your lips and wait for me to release you. This is how you’ll greet your new owner after the sale is finished.”  
 
    “I can’t.” She shakes her head.  
 
    “There is no room for ego when you become a slave to these men. They will not hesitate to hurt you.”  
 
    Her dark eyes meet mine. Resistance lingers there.  
 
    “Magdalena, I’m trying to make this easier on you. If you know what to do, what to expect, things will go better.”  I almost laugh at my words. I know what I’m doing, and what I’m forcing her into. She’s not the first slave to be trained in my apartment, but she’s the first that makes me question it. She’s not just another sale. She’s become something more. Something I don’t deserve.  
 
    The nod is slow in coming, and when it does, she closes her eyes. Defeated again. My victories don’t taste as sweet with her. They are tainted sour by the pain she tries to mask from me - unsuccessfully. 
 
    She shifts her hands to the floor, sliding them out in front of her and presses her right cheek to the rug.   
 
    “Danuta will come,” she whispers to herself. No one’s coming for her, but I won’t break her thin veil of hope.  
 
    I step around her, looking at the bruises on her back and what I can see of her ass. Needing a better look, I hook my boot under her pussy and push her ass up in the air. She grumbles but doesn’t try to stop me. When I remove my boot, I see her juices have coated the tip.  
 
    The bruises are fine. Ugly and dark in a few spots, but they’ll fade enough for the auction in a few days. Stepping back around, I place my boot in front of her.  
 
    “After you’ve greeted me, lick off the mess your pussy made,” I instruct, folding my hands in front of me. I’m aware her body is reacting to the situation on autopilot and her mind hasn’t caught up to it, but the motions will eventually get her there.  
 
    She lifts and turns her head, leaning forward with her lips puckered already. Softly she presses her lips to the worn black leather of my boot.  
 
    “Clean it, Magdalena. That pretty pussy of yours is soaked with desire.”  
 
    Her little pink tongue slips out from between her plump lips and laps up the bit of juice not already dried. She takes long licks and leans farther into my boot, rising her ass farther in the air.  
 
    She’s not hating this.  
 
    “That’s a good girl,” I praise her when she moves back into position, her cheek once again pressed to the floor.  
 
    Squatting down, I brush her hair from her face, so I can see her more clearly. Her cheeks are flushed again. No, she didn’t hate it. 
 
    “You’ve been very good this morning, my girl.” I switch to my own language, knowing she understands me. There’s a smile tugging at her lips, but she fights against it. Running the back of my hand along her jawline, I watch her internal struggle in silence. “I’m going to reward you.”  
 
    Her legs, which were still parted, snap together and I laugh. “None of that now. If I want to touch you there, you know I will.”  
 
    Tension seizes her body. She’s afraid I’ll force her again. I may have eased some of the terror from her with caring for her yesterday afternoon, but I haven’t erased the act. Nothing I do will ever remove it from her memory. It will haunt her nightmares forever if she lets it. And it’s my fault - I put the horror there.  
 
    “I have a treat for you.” I leave her where she is and go to my closet. When I return, her eyes are closed, and her eyelashes are wet. She’s trying her best not to cry but failing.  
 
    “Kneel up.” I don’t comment on the tears. Those are hers to keep. “A vibrator,” I announce sounding stupidly like some kid at show and tell. Clearing my throat, I hold it out for her.  
 
    She takes the U-shaped toy from me and looks it over. It’s shaped perfectly to fit around her body, to stimulate her clit all the way to her asshole.  
 
    I squat down and pluck it from her, showing her how it works. “It cups your body,” I say and point out the switch. “There’s where it gets turned on.”  
 
    When she remains silent, I reach down between her legs and get the toy situated for her.  She jerks when the thin elongated edge snuggles between her ass cheeks, but she doesn’t try to move out of my reach. I know she’s still sore there, but I also know a little bite of pain will help her.  
 
    Once it’s in place, I run my hand up her body, over her taut stomach, and over her breasts. Her nipples harden beneath my touch, and I take my time rolling them between my fingers and massaging her tits. Her body responds to my touch like it understands she owns nothing at the moment, but it’s her mind I want. I want her full submission.  
 
    She’s watching my face as I fondle her, like she’s trying to figure me out. Good luck.  
 
    “You’re going to ride my boot with the vibrator on. It will help give more friction, you’ll see - and you’ll like it.”  
 
    She huffs. “I won’t like anything you do to me.”  
 
    I let my lips curl in a slow smile. “Little liar. You’re also going to wrap these pretty lips.” I pause to run my thumb over her bottom lip. “Around my cock until I come down your throat.”  
 
    Again, she freezes. “And if I don’t want to - you’ll force me.” Those damn tears. They seem to irritate her as much as me though, and she swipes them away with the back of her hand. 
 
    “No.” I wipe away a missed tear running down her cheek. “No more forcing.” It’s a promise I’ve never made before, but I’ll keep it. I won’t force her. There are other ways to gain her cooperation, other methods that bring pleasure to us both.  
 
    “But defiance will be punished, Magdalena.” Another promise, not any less true than the first.  
 
    She blinks, and her throat works as she swallows. A snarky response is rolling around that pretty head of hers, but she’s learned enough to keep it from rolling off her tongue.  
 
    I slide my foot closer to her and grab her hair, yanking her forward until she positions herself on me. Lifting my toes up, I reach down and flick the switch on the vibrator.  
 
    Her moan is almost instant. 
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    I have to stop reacting to him. But the vibrations run over my clit at the perfect speed and when he lifts his foot again, it presses down hard. The friction - oh fuck the friction. And the vibrations are moving through the whole device, over my entrance, and over my ass.  
 
    “There - see, good girl.” He’s speaking in Russian. With his free hand, he unbuckles his belt and pulls his zipper down.  His cock bobs, smacking me in the mouth. He groans, like the sight of it turns him on.  
 
    I won’t blame him for it, this time.  
 
    He said he wouldn’t force me. I look at his thick cock in front of me and play with the idea of denying him. Testing his word. Except he wiggles his foot and another round of intense sensations rock my body.  
 
    “Open that pretty mouth of yours,” he says in his hard voice. The authority is there, underlining his demand and I obey. Like the good girl he calls me, I part my lips wide and stick out my tongue. “So good.” He growls and fists the base of his cock, aiming it at my mouth.  
 
    It’s big and I have to readjust my lips to accommodate him as he edges his way in my mouth. When the head of his cock touches my throat, I swallow, working hard to keep from gagging, but he pushes too hard too fast and I start to sputter. He pulls back, not enough to leave me, but enough for me to get much-needed air.  
 
    “Again,” he says and yanks me by my hair down his shaft. Again, I swallow and manage better this time. I run my tongue over his hard length, tasting him and wanting more of it. I go farther down, taking him until his dark curls at the base tickle my nose. It takes concentration to do this and I’ve almost forgotten the vibrator on my sex. 
 
    But he won’t let me forget, and he wiggles his damn foot again. I lose my composure and moan at the pleasure working its way over my pussy, making me even wetter. His boot will be covered again by the time we’re finished. Having moved my focus, I have to pull back on his cock, but he won’t let me and shoves himself down my throat. 
 
    I cough and gag, but he won’t let me up.  
 
    “Take it like a good girl, Magdalena. Swallow my cock,” he orders, but it sounds like he’s gritting his teeth. Is he on the edge, too?  
 
    Spit pools at the corners of my mouth. When he finally pulls back, I gasp for much-needed air and the saliva pours out of my mouth, down my chin, over my chest. Before I fully recover, he yanks my head back again and thrusts into my mouth. I’m ready this time and swallow immediately.  
 
    “Open wide,” he says and moves his hand from my hair to hook his thumbs inside my mouth. I open as big as I can. The force of his cock fucking my mouth unsteadies me and I balance myself with my hands pressing against his thighs. Such fucking masculine thighs.  
 
    I inhale through my nose, taking in his scent, basking in the muskiness of it.  
 
    He readjusts his stance and his foot grinds into my clit. I moan, rolling my eyes. The vibrations are overtaking my senses. My stomach swirls with pressure. I’m going to explode.  
 
    “Good girl, fuck yourself with my boot,” he says in English, his accent thick. My hips are moving, I’m fucking myself with his boot, I’m being a good little obedient slut for him. But I can’t care about it now. 
 
    I’m hungry.  
 
    I’m starved. 
 
    For his cock. 
 
    My release. 
 
    My eyes snap open as the ripples of pleasure burst into an explosion that sucks the air from my lungs. I can’t help but scream and ride his boot harder, faster, chasing after every orgasmic flutter.  
 
    Kristoff thrusts with more power into my throat and I give a muffled cry.  
 
    “Fuck, baby, yes.” He grunts and yanks my face down his length. I sputter but manage to keep him snug as hot streams of his cum spurt down my throat. I swallow it as it comes, but my body is starting to soften, the high from my orgasm is crashing and I grip his thighs, trying to push him away. 
 
    “All. Of. It.” He growls. I swallow, but there’s too much, and he’s still moving inside my mouth. When he’s done, when he’s caught his breath, he releases my lips and I pull back. His seed is running down my chin, and I wipe it away.  
 
    “I said all of it, Magdalena,” he reminds me between his quick breaths and bends over and grabs my hand, forcing it to my mouth.  
 
    My lips burn from his treatment, and I can barely catch air for myself, but he’s not letting go. When has he ever not gotten his way in this room?  
 
    I stare at the string of cum smudged over the back of my hand and begin to lick it clean.  
 
    “So much better today,” he praises me after dropping my hand and pets my head.  
 
    “Asshole,” I mutter and start to get to my feet after removing the vibrator. 
 
    “I didn’t say to stand. You remain on your knees until you’re given permission to use your feet. And you’d better practice on muttering more quietly. If your owner hears you insult him, he’ll be quick to punish.” 
 
    I get back down and glare up at him. “And you? Will you punish me?” A part of me wishes he would. I deserve it for enjoying what he just fucking did. I shouldn’t have gotten any satisfaction from sucking his cock, and I sure as fuck shouldn’t have wiggled around on his boot like his personal whore and came so damn hard. No. I deserve a solid whipping. Maybe it would knock the sense back into my head. 
 
    “Always.” He nods and begins to lace the leather of his belt back through the buckle. “But in this case, it’s true. I am an asshole. The other men - they are worse but don’t admit it. I’m fully aware of what and who I am.” A hint of sadness, dark resolve, taints his powerful voice. “But if you say it again, I will make you scream for mercy from the number of orgasms I will give you.”  
 
    I clamp my mouth closed. I’ve had orgasms forced on me before. Date a sadist, and it’s one of the things you’ll get. Not my favorite afternoon activity. And I doubt Kristoff will stop after an easy number like three.  
 
    “You may get up and wash up. I have meetings this afternoon, but Stephania will be up in a bit with lunch, and to work on your hair.” His belt is buckled, and he yanks up his zipper. The sound draws my attention, but I realize quickly I’m staring at his groin. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He’s grinning like a loon when I glance back up at him.  
 
    “What’s wrong with my hair?” I demand. Other than it being all messed up from his continual attacks at grabbing it. 
 
    “Nothing. But she’s going to be getting you ready for the auction in a few days, and it’s easier if she has an idea of what she’s working with. You’ll be nice to her, and you won’t bother her with any questions or try to get her to help you. She’s worked with my father for over a decade. She’s loyal to him and trying to get her to side with you will only get your ass in trouble.”  
 
    “Fine.” If she’s anything like Tricia, asking her anything would be a waste of breath anyway. 
 
    He shakes his head and heaves a heavy sigh. “You’ll end up black and blue if you keep this up.” He steps toward me, and I flinch when he grabs my arm. Spinning me around, he whacks my ass half a dozen times before it even registers that he’s spanking me. I hop from one foot to the other and try to cover my ass, but he simply avoids my hands. 
 
    “Watch your tone and mind your words!” He punctuates each word with a strong pop. By the time he’s finished, I’m out of breath and weak. I’ve never had trouble remembering to use the word Sir before, but it’s different here. It doesn’t fit him. But my burning ass reminds me I need to say it, if only for the sake of being able to sit. 
 
    I’m spun around again, and he presses his forehead to mine. For a moment, I’m sure he’s going to kiss me; he wraps his hand around my neck holding me to him. But he makes a growling sound and shoves me away from him.  
 
    “She’ll be up soon,” he says and marches out of the room. My ass hurts from the short spanking, but I don’t bother trying to rub away the sting. I just add the ache to the rest of them.  
 
    What the hell is taking my sister so long? She has to have realized I’m missing by now, and surely, she can figure out where I am.  
 
    I only have four more days left by my calculations. If she doesn’t get me, if I don’t find a way out of this place, I could really become property to someone much meaner than Kristoff. Someone that would love to see me in pain and bleed for them.  I’ve heard horrible stories, seen pictures of the victims once they are found after being discarded.  
 
    I can’t become one of them.  
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    Andrei has called for me, interrupting my plans to bring up a book for Magdalena to read. Being kept in one room for days on end starts to play with the mind, and I need her to be sharp when it comes time to sell her at auction. A broken slave is seen as a whipping post, and I can’t have her fall into the hands of some bastard who gets off on slicing and dicing his women.   
 
    I hand off the book to one of the servants with the new security code to my apartment and instructions to make sure Magdalena gets the material. It’s just an old novel I found in the library. My father doesn’t read, no one on the compound uses the damn room other than to hold meetings and look smarter than they actually are.  
 
    “Kristoff!” my father greets me when I walk into his office. He’s puffing on a thick cigar and walking to his desk. “I thought you’d be busy with your little pet.” He flashes me a grin I know too well. The forced sort that sends the hairs on my neck stand at attention. He’s not pleased.  
 
    “You needed something?” I ask, not taking the bait. So that’s his problem. He doesn’t like that I’ve moved Magdalena from the cells downstairs to my apartment.  
 
    The corners of his lips fall, morphing his grin into a mild sneer.  
 
    “Yes. I’ve been given an offer for the girl.” He stands behind his desk. I won’t sit until he does, he knows this and keeps standing.  
 
    “You said you would auction her off,” I remind him, my mind already playing out scenarios of what monster has put a bid in early. 
 
    “Yes, but this offer is too large to give up. Maksim wants her. He’s offered double his last purchase. We won’t see that profit at an auction,” he explains, puffing again on his cigar.  He’s right. Twice the amount would cover the purchase of two or three girls.  
 
    “Why does he want her so badly? He has his own stock of women, his own slaves.” The stories I’ve heard of the women he keeps makes my stomach turn.  Has he grown tired torturing his own women and now wants fresh meat?  
 
    Andrei’s eyebrows kick up in curiosity. I’ve never asked about a buyer before. I realize my mistake too late to take it back. Though I’m sure he’s already having his own theories. 
 
    “Why do you care?” he asks, pointing the cigar at me. “That’s what I want to know. You stop Matvei from having some fun with the new toy, and then you lock her away in your apartment? What’s going on, Kristoff?”  
 
    My hands clench at my sides, but I force them back open, softening my stance. He can’t see what I’m feeling. Over the years I’ve gotten very good at hiding my distaste for him, my repulsion at the man he is - I can’t let him see it now.  
 
    “It’s not like Maksim, that’s all.” I fold my arms over my chest. “When will he make the pickup, or should I get a transport ready.” Saying the words nearly strangle me. 
 
    “I haven’t decided if I’m going to take the offer. Maksim - he pisses me off with his attitude and disrespect. Like he’s so high up the food chain no one can touch him.” Him telling me about the offer is his way of seeing my reaction, seeing if I’ll protest it, but I haven’t gotten that far into thinking about it. He just gave me a ray of hope. 
 
    “I’ll keep to the schedule then until you decide.” I drop my hands and turn to leave. Waste of fucking time, this talk. His games are easily seen through. Maksim is a bigger player because he uses his fucking head for business. He’s grown his business, he’s spread out past just trafficking. My father can’t keep his dick clear of pussy long enough to think past trying out his newest slave.  
 
    “I need you tonight.” His words stop me just as I reach for the handle. His voice, deeper, darker than usual.  “There’s a meeting I need you to take care of for me. A new buyer is in town for the night, wants some ass kissing. You’re going to take care of it for me.  It will be good practice for you for when you take over the business.”  
 
    He says this like he’s handing over a grocery list.  
 
    “Don’t worry about your pet. I’ll make sure she’s put through her paces tonight.” I can’t help the acid feeling in my stomach, it’s churning and twisting in my stomach, burning a hole through me. To tell him no would set him off. 
 
    “You want her tonight?” I ask, trying to sound merely curious.  He doesn’t usually get involved until the women are ready for auction. No patience for unpolished toys, and he can’t afford to mark the product before it goes on the auction block.  
 
    “Yes.” He nods and rolls his wrist. “It’s been awhile since I worked with a new toy.”  
 
    I step toward him but catch myself before I lose myself. I’ve done too much to move forward to let him piss me off and shove me back.  
 
    “Don’t worry. Dr. Morrow told me - her ass is off limits for a bit longer. I won’t touch her there.” His promise knocks the breath from me, but I recover quickly. He’s been talking to the doctor. He knows what happened, what condition her body is in.  
 
    “What time is the dinner?” I ask, changing the topic. Even if I find a way out of going to the meeting, I can’t deny him access to her. To do so would make things worse for her, because Andrei doesn’t need an excuse to take things to the next level. And any sort of resistance on my end would push him in that direction.  
 
    “Seven-thirty. It’s in London so you’ll need to leave soon. I’ll have a car ready for you.” His smile doesn’t reach his eyes. But any sort of decent life had flickered out of them years ago. Nothing but a shell of a human remained. The parts that desired power and money and didn’t give a fuck on how he got either. 
 
    But was I so different?  
 
    “Fine. I’ll get ready.”  
 
    “I’ve had the girl brought to my room already,” he tells me when I’ve opened the door. I grit my teeth and give a curt nod.  
 
    I won’t have a chance to warn her, to beg her to behave. She’s going to have to get through this on her own.  
 
    Heading up to my room, I have to hold onto the hope that she’s learned something in the past few days. That maybe she will heed my warnings.  
 
    Holding onto hope. Sounds more like her thing than mine. Maybe I’m learning a few things from her, too. 
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    A strangling stench wakes me. Burning fills my lungs and I gasp for air while coughing out the fumes tinging my insides. An attempt to lift my hands fail. 
 
    Frantically, I yank and pull, but my wrists are bound in front of me. When I open my eyes, I’m still shrouded in darkness. My feet are as useless as my hands. Where am I?  
 
    Reminding myself to keep calm doesn’t help much, but I force my memory to search for the truth. What the fuck happened?  
 
    I had been standing near the windows in Kristoff’s room. Not bothering with the idea of escaping through them anymore once I had seen the distance to the ground below. The door to his room had burst open, startling me, and men charged me. 
 
    Yanking harder on the binds on my wrists, I survey my position. I’m bent over, knees on cushioned planks and my hands bound below my chest. A spanking bench? I’ve been in this particular contraption before, though my legs are spread much wider than I remember. My ass is propped up with a pillow, or a leather wedge. I can’t fucking tell because there’s a damn blindfold over my eyes.  
 
    “Ah, good. You are finally awake.” Andrei’s thick accent sends a sharp shiver down my spine. The room’s cold, but his presence chills me further. Where is Kristoff?  
 
    “What do you want?” I demand, turning in the direction I think he’s standing. There’s a slight echo after I speak. I don't think I’m in the comfort of Kristoff’s apartment anymore. At the realization, the dampness of the room settles into my skin. I’m back in the lower levels of the house - where the cells are.  
 
    He laughs. “I already have what I want.”  
 
    Being obtuse isn’t helping my level of anxiety. I’m naked, bound, and in prime position for things I’ve read about in news articles and police reports. I yank harder, pull with more force on my ankles. His laughter bounces off the walls and I hear more shuffling.  
 
    “Where’s Kristoff?” I ask, simmering down. There are more people here now, I can feel them. I sense their fucking erections.  
 
    “My son is busy.” His tone sours with his statement. There’s more between Andrei and Kristoff than just being father and son. And as curious as I am about that, right now I need to figure out how to get the fuck off the spanking bench and back into Kristoff’s room. 
 
    “Then—” 
 
    He scoffs and slaps me hard across my face, snapping my head to the side. “You talk too much,” he reprimands me and grabs my hair, pulling my head back. I would probably be looking right into those dark beady little eyes of his, except he’s taken away my sight with the damn blindfold. 
 
    “You’re here as a gift. My men have been working hard and they deserve a little fun. My son has been too soft with you.”  
 
    “Soft?” A little laugh comes out of me. Probably from the fear penetrating my body. I’m slowly piecing together what Andrei’s words mean.  
 
    “I don’t really care if you accept your position or if you don’t. Most men I work with prefer you fight them. Same goes for tonight. However, I don’t want my men’s cocks bitten off, so you’ll need to be restrained a bit more. Matvei? Come, put the ring in, then you and the other men may begin.”  
 
    My hair’s released, and I whip my head to one side then the other, I have to get away, I have to. There’s no fucking way I’m letting anyone touch me.  
 
    Kristoff said there’d be no more forcing.  
 
    Kristoff’s not here. 
 
    Why isn’t he here? Why would he let his father take me? 
 
    My head is grasped between two strong hands and lifted up. The blindfold is eased away from my eyes, just above my brow. After blinking a few times, I see him. Matvei. From my cell when I first came. Kristoff saved me from him once. 
 
    The pit in my stomach warns me from hoping he’ll do it again. 
 
    “Ahh, you remember me? Hmm? Good.” He pats my cheek then grips my chin, pulling my jaw downward. His other hand yanks my head back.  
 
    “Fuck you.” I try to sound fierce. But the smile that reveals his yellowing teeth, tells me I only humor him.  
 
    “That’s the plan,” he says in Russian. I realize both of them had spoken Russian, and I’ve answered. Not that my language skills was much of a defense, but at least it gave me the chance to overhear them. They could speak more freely thinking I didn’t understand.  
 
    “I won’t let you,” I say and clamp my teeth shut. 
 
    “You have no say, no choice. You are a whore, just a little plaything for me and my friends here.” He looks up and away from me. “Come, come over and let her see you. Let her know how many cocks are going to be shoved into her cunt, her ass, and her mouth.”  
 
    There’s a little tilt to his lips. He’s really having a good time. I might vomit.  
 
    Four men shuffle from behind me and line up behind him. All of them have their shirts off and their cocks hanging out of their jeans. They are stroking themselves, like ravenous wolves waiting for the feast to begin.  
 
    My struggles increase, but nothing’s changed. I’m just as bound, just as naked. 
 
    “No ass,” Andrei announces from somewhere in the room. “Kristoff did a thorough job of breaking her there, I don’t want more damage. We only have a few days before the sale.” 
 
    Matvei’s smile falls, but he nods in agreement.  
 
    He releases me, and I drop my head. This isn’t happening. Kristoff will burst in any minute. Or maybe my sister will find me. Now is the perfect time for a rescue mission. Right now.  
 
    A steel ring is pressed to my lips, but I fight to keep it out. Turning my head, clamping my lips, but he’s stronger. So much stronger.  
 
    I’m slapped again, this time stars burst into my vision and when I open my mouth to work the pain out of my jaw, the ring is shoved in. He easily maneuvers it to keep my mouth propped open and he buckles it behind me, tossing the blindfold from my head. 
 
    “Don’t want you to miss a thing,” he says with the cheer of a kid in a candy store and pats my head.  
 
    He stands up, unzips his jeans and pulls out his cock. If I wasn’t about to piss myself at the idea of all these men touching me, I’d laugh. He’s pencil-thin - long, but so thin I don’t think he needed the ring in my mouth at all.  
 
    My hair is yanked again, and his cock shoves into my throat. I gag at the intrusion and fight to pull back, but he holds my head. In and out he fucks my throat. The width of his cock doesn’t matter, he makes up for it in length. My throat stretches around him, but he’s going too fast, and I can’t breathe.  
 
    “Fuck yes.” He growls over me and grabs both sides of my head, thrusting harder into me, faster. I sputter and cough around his dick, but he never relents. “Iosif, smack her ass! I want to see the jiggle while I fuck her whore mouth.”  
 
    A second later a hard slap to my ass jolts me forward, making me take the cock farther down.  
 
    Matvei laughs. “Good. Again!” he calls and another smack, and another. Every time Iosif hits me, I’m jolted forward. Matvei is getting a show and a blow job.  
 
    Finally, he pulls out of my throat and I sputter more, clearing my throat and spitting onto the ground. I’ll never get the taste of him out of my mouth.  
 
    Another smack hits my ass, but it’s different. Iosif is standing in front of me. His hand is working over his cock, stroking it until a large bead of pre-cum sits on the edge. He steps over to me and rubs it on my cheek with a laugh. 
 
    While I’m trying to move my face away from him, Matvei thrusts his cock into my pussy. I scream at the intrusion. Pain ricochets through my body as he slaps me repeatedly and shoves his cock into me over and over again. The burn overwhelms me. His fingers dig into my hips as he fucks me. I struggle, wiggle, moving everything in my body that can move, but it does nothing. I’m completely helpless. 
 
    Why hasn’t the door opened yet? This is exactly when the hero is supposed to be charging in, but the door isn’t opening.  
 
    Iosif shoves his cock into my mouth, stifling my scream when Matvei thrusts particularly hard.  
 
    “Viktor, Here, you fuck her next,” Matvei says and yanks out of me. My mind doesn’t have time to comprehend the dick being thrust down my throat, choking me because my cunt is burning again, stretching around a thick cock.  
 
    I’m yelling, screaming, but everything is muffled. Pain hits me from both ends of my body. The fucking ring keeps my mouth opened wide enough for Iosif to keep throat-fucking me with ease. Too much ease for him. I can’t get enough air. When I try to use my tongue to push him out, he wraps a hand around my throat.  
 
    “Such a nice pussy,” Viktor says from behind me. “So fucking tight.” He smacks my ass with appreciation. “Good ass too! You sure we can’t fuck it a little?” he asks, thrusting harder into me.  
 
    “No ass. Have fun with her.” Andrei’s voice carries over from somewhere and I hear the door.  
 
    Finally! Kristoff will help me. I’m expecting his roar of outrage, but instead I hear the steel door close.  
 
    “Take my cock,” Iosif grunts, pulling my ears toward him and shoves his dick all the way into my throat. I’m gagging hard, but he holds me there, the coarse curls of his pubic hair tickle my nose. “Oh, fuck.” He growls, retreats then plunges forward.  
 
    Thick cum spurts down my throat. He’s grunting his orgasm, and pulls back, letting more of the hot ropes of his release hit my tongue and then steps back and smacks my face with his cock. He’s still coming and it’s dripping on my cheeks and nose.  
 
    He grunts in satisfaction and steps away. “Fuck that’s good.” 
 
    “You asshole! You didn’t even fuck her yet!” one of the other men jeer him.  
 
    Iosif laughs. “Her throat was fucking sweet.”  
 
    “Let me in there, then.” Viktor pulls out of my pussy and steps in around me.  
 
    I’m trying to catch my breath, trying to wrap my brain around what’s happening. Because this can’t be reality. This has to be a dream, and I need to wake up. I need to wake up right now.  
 
    Another cock is shoved into my pussy and I cry out. Too big. It’s too fucking big. I scream when he pulls back and thrusts forward. I’m wet now, but it’s not helping, it still stings. The stretch is unbearable.  
 
    “Come here, bitch.” My hair is yanked and before I can see who has me, he shoves his own dick into my throat. Again, I sputter, but he’s just as ruthless.  
 
    None of them care. I’m just a slab of meat laying here. A fuck toy.  
 
    My ass is slapped again, and another hand slips between my chest and the bench and twists my nipple. 
 
    A round of laughter erupts, but I can’t tell where it’s coming from. Another twist and another scream. It keeps going like this. I’m fucked hard from behind; sharp nails dig into my hips. When one thrusts, the other pulls back. My throat hurts, my back hurts from arching in an attempt to get away.  
 
    But I’m not going to get away.  
 
    I’m just a plaything now. 
 
    Not even human. 
 
    And no one is coming to save me. 
 
    This is my reality. 
 
    “Fuck, yes!” The man behind me, I’ve lost track of who it is, yanks out and his cum splashes all over my ass and back. “Fucking whore.” He grunts as he finishes his orgasm.  
 
    I’m given no reprieve before the next dick is shoved in. Thicker, much thicker and I’m back to screaming around someone’s shaft. 
 
    “Her throat is so fucking tight,” I hear him say, and swallow, trying not to gag and suffocate on him. My chin is coated with saliva, it’s dripping from me. 
 
    “Try her cunt.  Oh fuck!” The man behind me pushes in, all the way. I can feel his balls slapping my pussy. Liquid runs down my thigh. Is he coming?  
 
    The burn of my throat distracts me from the stretch and sting from my pussy but only for a brief moment.  I’m not left alone, and when I think I can maybe stand it, when I find a small corner of my mind to hide in until this is over, a burn like I’ve never felt before crosses my back. 
 
    “She marks beautifully,” I hear just before another lash lands across my shoulder blades. I’m being whipped.  
 
    Tears pour down my cheeks, mingling with dried and fresh cum. The men are moving around me, shoving into my pussy, my mouth, pulling my hair, whipping my back and my ass.  
 
    Pain burst from every area of my body, and my mind isn’t allowed to hide. Once again, my hair is pulled until I’m looking up at my offender. I can’t see clearly enough through my tears, but it seems he’s pleased. He’s smiling. And after he spits on my face, in my mouth, he’s laughing, and he shoves my head back down and forces his cock into my mouth.  
 
    My jaw aches from the ring, my tongue and mouth would be dry except more cum coats them when this man comes on me.  
 
    “I want her ass,” I hear, and I stiffen. No. Andrei told them no. Didn’t he?  
 
    “You’ll be putting your cock on the line. Andrei won’t tolerate it. Stick to her pussy.” Another lash crosses my ass and I scream. Drool and cum drip off my chin, and I try to suck in as much air as I can before someone fills my throat again. 
 
    But my mouth is left alone. I’m fucked again. I don’t cry out. I don’t scream. I use the break for my throat and drop my head. Grunts and cheers surround me, but I’m far away now. I feel all of it, I feel the last bit of cum splashing over my ass and back, but I’m empty. All the fear all the hope - it’s gone.  
 
    I’m just empty.  
 
    Completely empty. 
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    Andrei is an asshole. I know this. I grew up learning this fact every day. I thought I knew his tricks, all of them. But he’s up to something now.  
 
    The meeting wasn’t what he said it would be. I have to see Magdalena.  
 
    My muscles are twisted with tension. The pounding in my head matches the horrible dance shit the men play when they party.  
 
    I need a drink. 
 
    Then I’ll see Magdalena.  
 
    I spent the entire meeting worrying about her, wondering what my father was doing with her. My initial plans were to get the meeting over with and get my ass home to intervene if needed. But nothing has gone according to plan this week.  
 
    “Ah, Kristoff. You’re home!” Andrei steps into the main hallway. He’s been waiting for me and is trying to play it off like he wasn’t. The thunder in my head increases.  
 
    “Where’s Magdalena?” I ask before stopping myself. He’s holding a glass of vodka, an unlit cigar stuffed between his fat fingers. The look of satisfaction at my question answers it.  
 
    “I was just going to check on her, come.” He crooks a finger and heads to the back of the house where his office is located.  
 
    Matvei passes us in the hall, a smirk crosses his lips when he nods at me and keeps walking. I turn to stare at him, but my father has called for me to keep moving.  
 
    My stomach is in knots. Something is very wrong.  
 
    “What did you do?” I ask with a dark undertone. It’s getting harder to keep my composure after the evening I’ve had and the sense of dread starting to overwhelm me. 
 
    “Me? I did nothing,” he says with a slight shrug of his shoulders. When we reach his office, he shuts the door behind me and makes his way to the television stashed in the corner of the room. He only uses it to tap into the security feeds in the cells downstairs. 
 
    Blood rushes from my head.  
 
    “But, the men - they needed to blow off some steam.” He picks up the remote to the television and flicks a button. 
 
    My father stands to the side of me, giving me a clear view of the screen.  
 
    Magdalena. Strapped down over a spanking bench. Her wrists and ankles bound, her eyes covered with a black rag. She’s squirming on screen, but at least she’s alone. 
 
    But then my father appears.  
 
    This is the past. This has already happened. My mouth dries.  
 
    The volume is off, so I can’t hear what my father said to her, but more men show up. Five in total.  
 
    Somehow, I manage to keep my face blank, at least I hope I do. Andrei is checking for a response from me. I’m too busy memorizing the faces of the men I’m going to kill.  
 
    Matvei moves to stand in front of Magdalena and slaps her. My hands fist, but I don’t speak. I watch in silence.  
 
    Andrei turns the volume on when Matvei shoves his pencil cock into her mouth. Her screams fill the room, but I still say nothing. I’m plotting. I’m planning. I’m trying not to experience this, but then force myself to.  
 
    She experienced it. She felt every thrust, every lash, every drop of their disgusting cum on her body. I’ve heard her cry out from the beltings I’ve given her, from my own savage use of her body, but these are different. These are strangled and horrific.  
 
    Her body is shaking by the time the third man starts toying with her. Angry welts cross her back and ass, traces of blood mingle with the semen coating her skin. Spit is falling from her open mouth and tears run from her cheek and mix with the mess on the floor below her. She vomited. The asshole didn’t even stop fucking her face while she did. That man will die slower than the rest. 
 
    “She’s a good fuck, the men tell me,” my father says when I remain stoic, not taking my eyes off the screen. I don’t deserve to hide from this act.  
 
    “Where is she now?” I ask when the last man finally tucks his cock, covered with her blood, back into his jeans. 
 
    “I had no more use for her, so I had her brought up to your room.” My father downs his drink and places the glass down on a table.  
 
    I keep my eyes on the screen. The men leave her, and all that’s left is her sobs. They removed the ring from her mouth, but she’s not saying anything. She spits blood, and it covers her thighs as well.  
 
    The assholes have torn her.  
 
    “Did the meeting go well?” He changes topics, but I’m not done with this one yet. 
 
    “You let those men touch my girl?” I ask in a low growl.  
 
    His expression darkens. “You mean my girl. She’s mine, Kristoff. You forget yourself.” 
 
    “What are you playing at?” I demand.  
 
    “You’ve become too attached to this one,” he responds. “You will finish her training, and she will be delivered to Maksim next week.” 
 
    My mind flips to his course of topic. “Maksim? You said you weren’t decided about accepting his offer. He’s an asshole, and what need does he have of another girl?”  He’s been playing me all night, like a fine-tuned instrument - plucking my strings and getting the exact sound he wanted. 
 
    “What he always wants with a girl. He’s offered too much money to waste time with the auction. He wants her, he gets her.” He chews on the end of his cigar. “After your meeting this evening, I would think you’d understand she needs to be dealt with.”  
 
    I’m staring at the screen. He’s freeze-framed it for me.  
 
    Glancing at him, I recognize the smug grin for what it is. He thinks he’s won.  
 
    I remember the same look as he stood over my mother’s lifeless body. His hands covered in blood, the knife gripped in his right hand. I wasn’t able to stop him then. I couldn’t do anything at such a young age. But I’m not a child anymore.  
 
    “She’ll be ready.” Let him think he’s still in control. My lesson was learned, that’s what he wants. He thinks I’ve gotten to close to Magdalena, that I won’t do my job because I don’t treat her like he would.  
 
    Fuck. He’s right on that point. I won’t treat her like a useless whore. And there’s no fucking way my girl is going to spend one second in the presence of that asshole Maksim.  
 
    “Good. If you are unable to complete the job, I’m sure we can help again.” He walks away from me. He’s had the last word, gave the last jab, and now he’s dismissing me.  
 
    I don’t say another word or look at the screen again. It’s already burned into my mind. Never to leave.  
 
    I failed her. 
 
    I promised her no more forcing. I promised if she did what she was told, she wouldn’t be punished.  
 
    “Get Dr. Morrow to my apartment now,” I bark the order at the first servant girl I find. She nods, the fear showing in her eyes before she scatters off. I don’t have time to play nice. 
 
    I bolt up the stairs and head to my apartment, making a mental checklist of everything that needs to happen next.  
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    There’s a soft humming around me. Voices, too. I ignore them both. The pain in my back has become more manageable, and I roll onto it, clinging to the blankets.  
 
    “The fuckers didn’t even have a girl clean her up,” I hear a growling voice say, but I just turn away from it. I don't want any more touching.  
 
    “We have to take the blanket off, dear.” A soft voice penetrates through the fog, but I’m not fooled. I won’t trust it, but I obey. There’s no point in not. They’ll just take it, and I’ll be hurt again.  
 
    I don’t want to be hurt anymore. 
 
    I kick off the blanket and spread my legs, sure they’ve come back for more. This is my life. A never-ending string of men who will fuck me at will and hurt me if I try to stop them.  
 
    “No, Magdalena.” Rough hands push my knees together.  
 
    “I need to examine her,” the soft voice says. 
 
    “After I clean her up.”  
 
    A long sigh. “She’s torn. I can see that already. She needs stitches this time. And the welts on her back are still bleeding. The stitches on her shoulder held, that’s good at least.”  
 
    Two arms slide beneath me. I hiss when my back is touched.  
 
    “I’ll clean her quickly and bring her right back. Call for someone to get the bed changed. She’s bled all over the sheets.” 
 
    “I’ll do it, hurry with cleaning her.” The soft voice gets harder, but the touch to my knee is gentle.  
 
    I’m lifted in the air, but I don’t glance at the man holding me. I don’t care.  
 
    “Magdalena, look at me,” the hard voice demands, and I turn to him, but focus on the stubble on his chin. He should shave. “Where do you hurt?”  
 
    I huff a laugh. It’d be easier to ask where I don’t hurt.  
 
    He shifts me to my feet, and I hear water starting in the shower. I see the curtain, see him moving it out of the way and feel his hands on me, helping me into the stream, but it’s so far above me I can’t grasp it.  
 
    “Soap,” he says and begins running hands over my body. I gasp when he brushes over my nipples. They’re too sensitive. “Sorry,” he mutters and keeps washing me. “Can you do your face?” he asks.  
 
    “Yeah,” I say and hold out my hands. He looks familiar with his square jaw and dark eyes. I rub the soap into my hands until there’s a thick lather then run them over my face. I can feel the crust on my cheeks and scratch it off with my fingernails. When I realize it’s dry cum, I scratch harder.  
 
    “Hey, no. No, it’s okay, Magdalena. You got it all.” He pulls my hands away from my face. “Step in the water.”  
 
    I listen. Because doing anything else will make him hurt me.  
 
    Once I’m clean, he dries me and plucks me back up in his arms.  
 
    “I can walk,” I say but don’t squirm to get free. I can, but I don’t want to. It hurts between my legs and moving makes it worse. 
 
    “Put her down here,” the soft voice says, and I look to where it’s coming from. An older man, less stern looking, smiles gently at me.  
 
    The strong arms put me down on the bed.  
 
    “I need you to drop your knees to the side again, like you did before,” the soft voice says, and I do what he says. He’s poking and prodding me. New tears I didn’t think were possible, roll down my cheeks.  
 
    “It’s okay, Magdalena. Dr. Morrow won’t hurt you. No one will hurt you ever again. I promise it,” the stern voice says to me in Russian.  
 
    I cringe.  
 
    “Yes, they will,” I say and turn away, letting the doctor do what he wants.  
 
    “She needs stitches, not many though,” the doctor says. “I’ll give you an antibiotic cream for the welts on her back and her butt.” 
 
    “Her throat,” the dark voice says and helps me to sit up slightly.  
 
    “Ah, yes.” The doctor instructs me to open my mouth and a wooden stick is used to press my tongue out of his way. I gag and wince at the burning, raw pain. “There’s a numbing spray that can be used, but I don’t have any with me. I’ll have to send out for it. Some pain relievers will help in the meantime. Soft foods until the swelling goes down. I don’t see any lacerations, so that’s good.” 
 
    There’s nothing good about this. About any of this.  
 
    “Send someone out to get it right away,” the dark voice says again.  
 
    “Magdalena, do you remember who this is?” the soft voice asks me. Apparently, he’s a mind reader as well.  
 
    I remember, but I don’t want to see him yet. I don’t want to see anything yet.  
 
    “Magdalena, answer him.”  
 
    I flinch at the harsh tone, but it gets me moving. “Yes. He’s Kristoff.” 
 
    “Very good.”  
 
    “No, he’s not good,” I whisper and lean back against the pillows.  
 
    Silence stretches out across the room and I wonder if I’ve made him mad.  
 
    “I’m going to give you an injection now. It’s going to numb you, so the stitches won’t hurt.” I look down the length of my body to where the doctor is holding a syringe.  
 
    “Will it make the pain inside go away too?” I ask. 
 
    The doctor shares a quick glance with Kristoff before answering me. “No, but I’ll give you some other medicine to take care of that.”  
 
    “Okay.” I nod and lay back, staring up at the ceiling.  
 
    “I heard your father mention Maksim,” the doctor says just before the pinprick of the needle digs into my sensitive, swollen flesh.  
 
    “It’s not going to happen,” Kristoff says with as much confidence as I’ve ever heard him use.  
 
    “He’s not kind to his girls,” the doctor presses on. I don’t feel anything other than his presence. I can tell I’m being touched, but it doesn’t hurt.  
 
    “I said it’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “You’ve taken to this one,” the doctor says. I can feel the tension building in Kristoff and I close my eyes, not wanting to see his anger. 
 
    “She’s mine,” is all Kristoff says. But if I was really his, would those other men have taken me? Touched me and forced me the way they did?  
 
    When I peek at him, I see a sadness. He looks down at me, his dark eyes full of remorse and worry. There’s a deep crease in his forehead.  
 
    If he dislikes me so much, if he would hurt me so easily why is he looking at me with so much guilt and concern? The last time he’d been with me, before the men took me, he’d been almost sweet. He’d offered to find me something to do to pass the time while he was away doing work. He hadn’t forced me since that first time, he’d been demanding, hard, and unrelenting in his authority, but he hadn’t hurt me again. Not like those men.  
 
    It’s then I realize Kristoff had been kept from me. He wouldn’t have allowed it to happen if he’d been here, if he’d known. He would have kept them from hurting me. He would have protected me if he had been aware. It’s why his father didn’t include him, didn’t have him in the room. Kristoff would have protected me. 
 
    I reach my hand out and wrap my fingers around his, letting the warmth of his touch fill me. Closing my eyes again, I hold onto him while the doctor finishes his work.  
 
    He squeezes my hand when the doctor finishes and my legs are closed again. The movements hurt but are dulled by his touch.  
 
    “Here’s the cream for her back. I’ll let you do it. Make sure you watch those welts, so she doesn’t get an infection. I’ll check on the stitches in a few days and should be able to remove them. She can’t be used until then, Kristoff.” The last sentence is firm. 
 
    “No one will touch her,” Kristoff declares and lets go of my hand to pull fresh covers over my body.  
 
    “It will take her a little time,” I hear the doctor say, but I’m not sure what he means. I close my eyes again, trying to find that little corner where I can hide. I don’t want to think about the pain, or how it came to life, or where I am, or where I’m going.  
 
    “She’s stronger than she thinks,” Kristoff states and a door is closed. A bolt slides in place.  
 
    Kristoff walks over to the side of the bed again and sits down. “I have to rub this on your back. It’s going to sting,” he says, showing me the tube of ointment the doctor gave him. He sounds sorry already and he hasn’t touched me yet.  
 
    “Okay,” I nod, but he keeps staring at me.  
 
    His lips crack into a gentle smile. “You have to roll onto your stomach, Magdalena,” he says. 
 
    Right. I knew that. 
 
    I manage the feat without causing more pain to my aching muscles and sink into the pillow once I’m face down.  
 
    The blanket is pulled down and I fist the pillows. I jump at the first touch of his finger to my skin.  
 
    “No!” I yell and scramble up to my knees. 
 
    “Magdalena, it’s just me and it’s okay. See, just the ointment.” He holds up the tube again. “Just the medicine to help you heal.”  
 
    I shake my head, clearing away the fuzz.  
 
    “Right. Yeah. Okay,” I say and slink back into position.  
 
    I clench my eyes while he liberally applies the ointment to the welts. There has to be many of them because he curses when he sees my back.  
 
    “I will kill them all.” His vow is spoken low and in Russian. This wouldn’t have happened if he had been here. He would have stopped them. I can feel it, know it deep down. He wouldn’t have let them hurt me. 
 
    “Where were you?” I ask, swallowing over the soreness of my throat.  
 
    “On a fool’s errand,” he says with heat. “I have questions for you, but it will wait until tomorrow.” The definitive tone doesn’t suggest I push for more answers, and I’m too tired to argue. Too sore to tempt his anger. Though a sense of safety spreads through me with his touch. He’s being gentle and when I hiss from his touch on a sensitive spot he apologizes.  
 
    “Will the man I’m sold to do this? Will he do what Andrei did?” I ask softly, feeling the tears wet my lashes. I don’t want to know, but I have to ask. I can’t go around blindly anymore. The hope I held onto is gone, and I can’t be foolish enough to try to regain it.  
 
    Kristoff doesn’t answer. The cap snaps closed on the tube of medicine and he pulls the sheet over my naked ass. The ointment sticks to the sheet, but I don’t tell him. He’s giving me privacy, at least a small pinch of it, and I’m going to take it. Because I know in a few days I won’t have any.  
 
    “I’ve heard of Maksim. My sister’s mentioned him.” He’s a monster is what I want to say, but I don’t. I had called Kristoff a monster, but I had been wrong. His father, the men who hurt me, they are beasts from hell. Maksim is more like them.  
 
    “Don’t worry about that Russian fuck. He won’t get near you.” He gives me another vow. But I know he can’t keep these promises.  
 
    “Another buyer?” I ask. I’m talking about my one sale like I’m inquiring into the sale of a car.  
 
    “No.” The word is said with force, a finality.  
 
    But I guess I still haven’t learned, because I press on. “So, then Maksim will buy me, and he’ll do what these men did.” I close my eyes. “And more,” I whisper. 
 
    He wipes the hair from my face and brings his nose to touch mine. “No. No Magdalena. No one will hurt you. Never again. I promise. These men that did this - I will kill them all. Maksim will never see you, never touch you.” 
 
    His breath is hot against my skin. I take a deep breath, willing my heart to believe him. To find the speck of hope I’d been holding onto. But it’s gone. He can’t promise these things, even if he means them.  
 
    “In two days, I’ll be sold,” I say softly, leaning into him, wanting his touch to wash away the bad memories, to take away the feeling of grime those men put on me.  
 
    “No. You’re mine, Magdalena,” he says harshly. “You aren’t going anywhere, with anyone.”  
 
    His lips press to mine, stealing away my next sentence. The contradiction to his promise, the truth. I will be sold and taken away from him. But his kiss is more powerful. He’s twisting my thoughts, turning them away from the fear and pushing them to him.  
 
    “You aren’t going anywhere. I swear it to you,” he whispers in English. “I will kill anyone who touches you.” Another vow, another promise for him to break, but I can’t take away the hope from him. I don’t want him to feel this despair, this emptiness. So, I say nothing.  
 
    Because for this moment, I have him. And I don’t hate him. I lean into him and he climbs into the bed, cradling my head to his chest.  
 
    “Sleep now, Magdalena,” he orders in that overbearing way of his, but even if I wanted to disobey him, my eyes are already closing.  
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    I bring up a tray of scrambled eggs and yogurt for Magdalena the morning after my father’s men sealed their fates. No servants are allowed in my apartment now, no one here is to be trusted.  
 
    Dr. Morrow found the spray to help numb her throat, but she won’t let me give it to her. She swears it’s not so bad this morning, but I think she’s relying on the pain for a safe place to hide.  
 
    She didn’t fight me when I reapplied the ointment, or when I helped her to the bathroom. I was both pleased and worried. It seems the fight has left her completely. No matter how much I try to pull her back from it, she’s comfortable sitting in the darkness.  
 
    I showed it to her when I took her ass, and now she finds it comforting.  
 
    When I enter my bedroom, she’s standing by the windows, her arms crossed over her chest. Every angry welt is on display. They are already turning to ugly purple and blue streaks crisscrossing her shoulder blades and her ass. I see at least two across the bottom of her back and grind my teeth together. They could have damaged her kidneys with their carelessness.  
 
    “I’ve brought breakfast,” I say when she doesn’t move to look at me. Her hair is damp.  
 
    “I’m not really hungry. Is it okay if I wait to eat?” she asks softly. Where is the feisty woman who would simply tell me to fuck off with the tray? 
 
    “No, you need to eat something.” I’m taking advantage of her warped sense of submission, but I don’t care. She’s lost weight since she’s been with me, and she’s been battered and bruised.  
 
    She sighs but comes to me anyway. I can see the movements still pain her, but she doesn’t comment on it. I help her sit in the chair at the table and hand her the spoon. “At least the yogurt. It’s softer and shouldn’t hurt your throat too much.”  
 
    “Okay.” She sinks the spoon into the vanilla yogurt.  
 
    I take the chair across from her and study her eating. She’s taking small bites and each time she swallows, I can tell it hurts. She’ll have ice cream for lunch, I decide. And I’m going to rip out the fucking throats of those men.  
 
    “I need to ask you a few questions. You need to be honest with me,” I say with a hardness forced into my tone. She responds better to it, and I need her cooperation if I’m going to sort out everything and get my plan into action.  
 
    She nods and takes another bite. 
 
    “When is the last time you spoke to your sister?” I ask, folding my hands in my lap and crossing my ankle over my knee. 
 
    “I talk with her every day. So, the day before I was taken.” Her voice is still hoarse but at least she doesn’t wince every time she speaks.  
 
    “I mean talk. When’s the last time you talked?” I ask again.  
 
    Her brow furrows. “What do you mean? I just told you.” 
 
    “I looked through your phone. You’ve texted her almost daily, but I didn’t see her in your call list. So, when’s the last time you actually talked to her, heard her voice, saw her?”  I have information for her, and it’s going to hurt. She’s going to be knocked for a loop, so I need to bring her to the conclusion herself, or at least as close to it as possible. Maybe it will soften the reality. Though nothing has been soft about her reality since she’s come into my world. 
 
    “She’s busy,” she says defensively. “She’s not even in the country most of the time,” she goes on to explain.  
 
    “When?” I ask again. My patience is slipping. 
 
    She heaves a heavy sigh and takes another bite of her yogurt. “Why does it matter? She won’t find me in time.” Does she think that I’m trying to track down Danuta because I’m afraid she’ll show up and ruin everything?  
 
    “It matters because I’ve asked.” I manage to keep my voice even.  
 
    When she looks at me, it’s with a serene acceptance. The hope that burned so annoyingly in her days ago has fizzled out.  
 
    “A month, maybe more. But she texts back most of the time.” 
 
    Most of the time? After skimming through her phone, I’ve become more obsessed with her relationship with her sister. Every day Magdalena texts her sister with an update on what she’s up to and asks Danuta about her day. Maybe - and I’m being extremely generous - Danuta answers her a quarter of the time.  
 
    “Your sister’s older than you and your parents died when you were young, is that right?” I ask.  
 
    “Why are you asking all this if you already know?” She sounds irritated. Good. “My parents were killed in an accident when I was in high school. Since Danuta was legal age, she was given guardianship, so I wouldn’t go to a group home. Once I went to college, she transferred out of the local police department and went into the CIA.”   
 
    All of this, I already knew. 
 
    “Did Danuta know you were coming to England to track down my father?”  
 
    She nods. “Yeah. I told her where I’d be, gave her the address of the apartment I found.” 
 
    “So, she knew you were coming to expose my father’s business?” 
 
    “Yeah. She didn’t like it, told me it was too dangerous. I explained I was only getting a story from the outside. I wouldn’t have any contact with him or any of his people.” She stops talking and laughs. “Which apparently was incorrect.”  
 
    I reach over the table and pat her hand. “Focus on me, Magdalena. Forget yesterday.”  
 
    Forget? She’ll never forget, but I’ll do my damnedest to give her something better to focus on.  
 
    She slips her hand out from beneath mine and picks up the glass of water I brought her. She wanted orange juice, but her throat is too raw, it would have been painful.  
 
    “When your father dies, and you take over the business, do you think you’ll keep the same business model?” she asks in prime journalist voice. 
 
    The question catches me off guard, but I quickly recover. 
 
    “I’m not going to take over my father’s business.” It’s not a lie. I’m not. I have other ventures that will make me just as much money.  
 
    “Hmm.” She sips her water.  
 
    She doesn’t believe me. Fine. She’s getting me off topic anyway, and I need to get this going or everything I have planned will be delayed. 
 
    “Have you thought about how my father’s men knew where you were? And who you were?”  
 
    “They thought I was my sister,” she shrugs. 
 
    “How’d they know where you were?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” she sounds annoyed with my questions. I can see the fatigue in her eyes, but I have to get this done before she can nap. 
 
    “Danuta isn’t coming to save you, Magdalena.”  
 
    A dark cloud crosses her expression. “I already know that.” She drops the spoon onto the tray. 
 
    My phone dings seven times in secession. I check the messages. Things are falling into place. Good. 
 
    “I’m going to move you from my room. I have a man coming who’s going to take you to a safe place. You have to stay with him until I come for you, okay? You can’t try to escape, and you can’t go with anyone else. Do you understand that?”  
 
    She shakes her head. Of course, she doesn’t understand. 
 
    I leave the table and bring her a pile of clothes. Some leggings and a sweater I snagged from Tricia.  
 
    “Clothes?” she asks like I’m offering her a million-dollar security bond. 
 
    “Yes. You’re back and ass will still be a bit tender, but I can’t have you walking around naked now.” I try to smile, but the fear in her eyes kills my attempt at levity.  
 
    “You’re sending me away. Does that mean the sale will happen now?” Her voice is shaking. How many times have I heard the same tremor and ignored it?  
 
    I deserve the hell I’m destined for. 
 
    “Magdalena, I told you. You aren’t being sold. You’re staying with me, but for right now I need you to go with Carlos. He’s going to keep you safe for me until I come get you.” 
 
    She blinks. “No.”  
 
    “No?” I can’t help the sharpness of my tone. She’s back to defying me again. While a good sign, still irritating. 
 
    “No. I’m not going anywhere. I’m not going with Carlos or your father or anyone else. I’m staying right fucking here.” She slams her hand on the table and stands up.  
 
    “Magdalena, I need you to listen to me now. No fucking around. You have to do exactly as I say.” My phone chimes again. He’s early, but I can’t argue with the time. I trust Carlos. He’s the only one I can now. My father’s men - my men - could turn on me for this. I can’t chance her safety. 
 
    “Who is he?” she asks, folding her arms over her chest. 
 
    “What?” I want to shake her; doesn’t she understand how much time we don’t have?  
 
    “Who is he?” she parrots herself. 
 
    “A man I’ve known for a very long time. He’s loyal only to me.” Well, and his own family who would gladly slit my father’s throat if given the chance. But we don't have time for all the particulars. 
 
    “I don’t want him touching me.” The demand is still there, lingering with the twinge of fear, but I know her little tells. And she’s avoiding my eyes, she’s staring at my chin again. She’s terrified. 
 
    “He won’t,” I promise. He might have to if she freaks out and tries to run, but I’m keeping that information to myself.  
 
    She stares at me, at the pile of clothes in my hands and after a long moment she nods and takes them from me. I try to help her, but she swats my hands away.  
 
    “When this is all over and you’re back to yourself, we’re going to talk about appropriate behavior,” I mutter to myself, but make sure she overhears me. Her eyes snap to me, and for a moment I’m afraid I’ve made her retreat back inside herself.  The soft blush blossoming on her cheeks tell me there’s hope. She’s still in there.  
 
    While she’s working her way into the clothes, I leave her to open my apartment door. Carlos is waiting outside looking as much of a bastard as ever. He has more tattoos than skin I think, and his shaved head shimmers from the overhead lighting.  
 
    “Fuck, you’re going to terrify her,” I say, slapping his back when he walks into my room.  
 
    “No more than you, my friend,” he says with a nod. “I have the place ready. Are those jackasses downstairs going to give me trouble?” he asks, jerking a finger at the front door.  
 
    “No. I’ll take you two down the back exit. If we run into anyone, I’ll handle it.” I look toward the bedroom door. I hadn’t locked it and now it’s opening. Magdalena is standing in the doorway, her hair pulled back into a slick ponytail and her feet bare. Shit. 
 
    “Shoes.” I hold up a finger and run to the closet.  
 
    “You’re Carlos?” she asks in her journalist voice again.  
 
    “I am.” Carlos doesn’t move toward her.  
 
    “Why would you help Kristoff get me away from his father? From Maksim. You know either of them would kill you for doing it.” She’s not wrong. 
 
    Carlos isn’t the sort to let a little threat of death stop him. “I owe Kristoff my sister’s life, and my own. If I die helping him, so be it.”  
 
    I grab her shoes from my closet. Her clothes had been cut from her when she was brought in, but I saved the shoes. 
 
    “Why do you owe him?” she asks when I hand her the shoes. 
 
    “He’ll tell you later, get these on.” I point to the shoes. I move around the room, grabbing everything I need. A second gun, more ammo, and a burner phone.  
 
    “I think I should know now,” she says, still not moving.  
 
    My teeth snap, and I take a deep breath. “Magdalena, I’m trying here, baby. I’m trying to keep my cool, but if you don’t start listening to me in three seconds, I’m going to have to find a way to punish you. And I can’t spank you, so my options are going to be a bit more sinister.”  
 
    A shudder runs through her body. I saw it. Her pupils dilate, and her chest thrusts out. Ah. There’s my girl. 
 
    “Whatever.” She snorts and moves to the couch to stuff her feet into the shoes.  
 
    I grin at Carlos. “Call me as soon as you get to the location.” I throw him the burner. “I won’t make a move until I know she’s safe.” 
 
    “You sure you got this?” he asks me. “Going up against your father - you can’t come back from that shit.”  
 
    “I don’t want to. And I’m not going against him, I’m taking him down,” I explain.  
 
    “My men are waiting for your signal. Once you give it, they’ll charge in.”  
 
    I nod and grab his hand to shake appreciatively. He’s taking a big risk here. His men may not make it home after this.  
 
    I swirl the silencer into place on my gun and grab Magdalena’s hand, pulling her along through my apartment to the back hall. She’s never seen outside my bedroom, aside from the dungeon. And she never will. Once this is done, we are never coming back here.  
 
    We make our way down the back stairwell without any trouble. Carlos’ car is just outside the gates, and we manage to get there without meeting anyone. My father is confident that everything is going as planned. His stunt yesterday with Magdalena has him thinking he’s put me back in my place. 
 
    “Kristoff? What are you doing?” Viktor calls out to us. When my eyes land on him, the blood drains from his face. He knows I know. Frantically, he looks from me to Magdalena then back. “Look, man, she - fuck, your father said - I had no fucking choice,” he cries like a beggar.  
 
    I step away from Carlos and Magdalena, making my way over to him. He’s in a panic, and he fucking should be. He should be running away, but he’s a fucking idiot and stands still, waiting for me to come to him. Did he think I’d forgive him? 
 
    When I’m close enough, I throw the heel of my hand into his nose. The crunch isn’t satisfying enough, nor is the scream of pain he unleashes. Once he’s on the ground, holding his nose, I point my gun and shoot through his neck.  His cries are garbled. Blood pours from his wound, but it’s not a fatal shot. Just enough to shut him up.  
 
    I step over him, straddling his chest and squat down to look into his face. “You thought you could touch what’s mine and live?” I ask, but don’t expect an answer. He’s grabbing for his throat, wiggling beneath me in pain.  
 
    Moving down the length of his body, I press the silencer to his groin. I look up at him, catch his horrified look as I pull the trigger, sending a bullet through his balls. I send another one through. Blood pours from his groin onto the gravel beneath him.  
 
    Between the neck wound, and groin, he’s going to live another few minutes. Long enough to feel every bit of the pain I put him in. But just to be sure, I press the heel of my boot to the wound. Stepping on his balls makes his body shudder with pain. He’s lost too much blood now to do much else but lie there and moan.  
 
    “Kristoff! C’mon,” Carlos calls me. 
 
    I shove my boot into Viktor’s groin one last time, not getting any reaction out of his lifeless eyes, and turn back to Carlos and Magdalena.  
 
    Her eyes are on me and her mouth is parted.  
 
    “I told you I’ll kill them all. They will all pay,” I say to her and press a kiss to her cheek. “Now, let’s go.”  
 
    We get to Carlos’s car and I get her strapped in with no arguments from her. She’s still staring at me like she’s just seeing me for the first time.  
 
    “Magdalena, you listen to Carlos okay? Don’t fight him, even if what he asks you to do seems scary, okay? He’s going to keep you safe until I come for you.”  
 
    She nods. “You’ll come for me.” 
 
    “Right.” I press another kiss to her forehead. “I love you. I need you to know that before you go.” Because there’s a chance she may not see me again, I may not survive this attack.  
 
    Her brow furrows again in confusion. 
 
    “I know, it makes no fucking sense to me either, but it’s true.” I look at Carlos and nod. “You listen to him, or you’ll answer to me when I see you.”  
 
    She starts to say something, but I close the door. If it’s an argument, I won’t listen to it anyway, and if she’s going to tell me how she feels about me, I don't want to know. A monster like me doesn’t deserve such an innocent angel like her.  
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    We make it through the main gates of the property, but I can sense Carlos getting nervous. He’s checking the rearview mirror too often. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask, my stomach rolling with nausea. 
 
    “Nothing, everything’s fine,” he says and looks over his shoulder at the cars behind us in traffic.  
 
    “Doesn’t seem that way,” I say wondering why Kristoff would put me in this man’s care if he was so skittish.  
 
    “Everything’s—”  
 
    A high pitch squeal hits my ears just before the crunch of metal. I’m thrown to the right, straight into Carlos. The car is dragged up the sidewalk and into a pole.  
 
    I hear Carlos screaming, but I can’t see him. Where is he? A woman walks up to us, while I struggle to get out of my belt. My door has caved in. Blood covers my shirt on my side, and the pain is unreal, but I have to get out.  
 
    “Carlos!” I call for him. He’s on the sidewalk outside the car, glass is sticking out of his arm.  
 
    A woman walks up to the car. Her hair is pulled back, silver-blond, and tied off behind her neck. She’s wearing thick round sunglasses, so I can’t see her eyes when she sticks her head through my window. Shards of glass cover me. Her car is still wedged into my door.  
 
    “Help my friend,” I say pointing to him. She looks past me to where Carlos is starting to get to his feet.  
 
    “Sure,” she says and leaves me, walks around the car to where he’s scrambling to his feet.  
 
    She looks familiar, her walk, her voice. I shout a warning, but it’s too late. Carlos is shot in the head. Blood sprays the sidewalk, his legs spasm then go quiet, but I’m still screaming. And stuck. I can’t get the fucking seat belt off of me. 
 
    The woman yanks his door open more and bends to look at me. “C’mon sis, we got to go.” She flashes me a smile. One I’ve seen millions of times since I was born.  
 
    “Danuta?” I ask, unbelieving.  
 
    “Let’s go, Maggie, I’m on a schedule here.” She points her gun at me. My sister. I’m her fucking sister, and she’s pointing a gun at me. 
 
    “Danuta, what are you doing?” I ask, making my way over the center console of the car. The gear shift shoves into my hip and I curse. There isn’t an inch of me that doesn’t hurt.  
 
    She grabs hold of my arm and pulls me out. I stumble but manage to get to my feet. I check my side, pulling the tear in the sweater open to see the wound from the door. A nasty gash is bleeding. I hiss and press hard against it.  
 
    “Let’s go,” she says again and pulls me away from the wreck. I glance over my shoulder, at Carlos. He said he owed Kristoff a great debt, but I doubt his life was worth it.  
 
    I don’t fight Danuta. She’s my big sister. She’ll have a reason for what she’s done.  
 
    She puts me in the front seat of her car, a large black SUV that has taken minimal damage from ramming the Volvo Carlos drove. Once the door is slammed shut, I lean back against the seat.  
 
    “He was helping me,” I tell her when she’s pulled the SUV away from the accident, leaving Carlos alone and bleeding all over the pavement.  
 
    “No, he wasn’t. That’s why I killed him,” she says so casually the words don’t compute at first.  
 
    “No, he was. How do you know?” I ask, shaking my head. “Danuta, why would you—” 
 
    She sighs in frustration. “You really are a fucking idiot, Maggie. I told you to stay away from here. Didn’t I?” she smacks her hand against the steering wheel and gives me a glare. 
 
    “You did.” I nod. “My side hurts. It’s cut bad,” I say, looking down at the blood staining the sweater.  
 
    She barely glances before turning down another road, picking up speed. “Carlos wasn’t helping you, he was taking you to another safe house where he’d keep you until it was time for you to be transported to Maksim.”  
 
    “What? No. Kristoff said he trusted him.” I rub my head. I’m getting so dizzy and she’s talking too fast. 
 
    “Of course, he did. That’s why Andrei paid Carlos a shit ton of money to take you and hide you from Kristoff until the sale was complete.” She turns down another road and I hit the door from the severity of the turn. 
 
    She can’t be telling the truth. Kristoff wouldn’t give me to someone that would double cross him.  
 
    “How do you know this?” I ask, holding onto the dashboard when she takes the next turn, so I don’t hit my side again. 
 
    “Because.” It’s the only answer I get.  
 
    “You said you weren’t looking into Andrei right now, you told me you were focusing on a larger ring in Russia.” I remember the last real conversation we had - months ago. 
 
    “Just relax. We’re almost there,” she says and flips her phone out of her back pocket and starts a call.  
 
    “I have her. No, she thinks I’m saving her. It’s fine. Yes, I’m about to enter the tunnel, I’ll be there in five minutes,” she speaks in Russian.  
 
    She doesn’t know I learned the language. I never told her. After I finished college, she was so busy with work we rarely had real conversations. I must not have told her - or she’s forgotten.  
 
    “Who was that?” I ask, letting her stick with her misconception. 
 
    “My partner. He’s going to meet us just through here.” She points at the tunnel coming up.  
 
    Too many scenarios run through my head. Who’s telling me the truth? Did Carlos work for Andrei or was he truly loyal to Kristoff? Why would Danuta pretend to help me? Isn’t she the good guy? She’s CIA for fuck’s sake.  
 
    The darkness of the tunnel clears and we’re pulling into an underground lot. Danuta parks the car and hops out of her side. I push open my door and gingerly start to move, but then she’s there, yanking me to my feet. 
 
    I cry out from the pain, but she doesn’t notice. Or she doesn’t care. She takes me into a building, and we bypass two men standing guard at the main door. I get a quick glance, but I recognize them. They are Andrei’s men.  
 
    I yank back on her hold, but she’s ready for it and pulls out her gun.  
 
    “It would be a shame to have to lug your dead body all the way down the hall,” she says with her teeth clenched together.  
 
    I’m pulled into a room, the same room I woke up in when Andrei had kidnapped me. The smell hasn’t changed. But the captive in the chair has. 
 
    “Andrei!” Danuta lets me go and runs to him. His eyes are both swollen shut, he can’t see her. His hands are bound behind him and his jaw is bruised.  
 
    Someone has beaten him and left him for her to find him.  
 
    “Who did this? Where are your men? Why haven’t they come in to help you?” Danuta rattles off her questions like a hysterical girlfriend. 
 
    Andrei mouths words, they come out jumbled and more like dolphin sounds. Getting frustrated with himself, he sticks out his tongue. The front half has been cut off.  
 
    My stomach rolls and I take a step back, holding my belly and taking deep breaths. 
 
    Danuta only gasps at the sight before she starts to work the ties on his hands. “Who? Your bastard son?” she demands, and he nods.  
 
    “I assure you my father was married to my mother when she gave birth to me.” Kristoff walks in the open door. Blood covers his shirt and his arms. I press myself against the wall, unsure of where to go. “He was also married to her when he cut out her tongue and beat her to death.”  
 
    I sink to the floor, grappling for something to keep me upright. The dizziness is getting worse.  
 
    “Kristoff. You can’t do this. He’s your father. You have a duty,” Danuta rants at him, waving her gun at him. 
 
    Kristoff walks to her as though the gun won’t end his life if she raises it just a hair higher and pulls the trigger.  
 
    “You speak of duty? Your duty was to your sister. To raise her and care for her and protect her. And what did you do? You sold her! You gave her over to Andrei, so he could make money off of her, and you could be rid of her.”  
 
    I watch my sister, waiting for her to deny his accusations. He can’t be telling the truth.  
 
    “You don’t know anything.” 
 
    “Your parents left you both a trust fund. And once Magdalena turns twenty-five, she’ll inherit a million dollars. Just like you did. But if she dies - the money’s yours.”  
 
    “No. Kristoff, there’s no money.” I shake my head and push myself back to my feet. 
 
    He stiffens at my voice but doesn’t turn to me.  
 
    “There’s no money, right Danuta? You would have told me,” I say, knowing after seeing her eyes frantically look for a place to run, that Kristoff is telling me the truth.  
 
    “I don’t understand.” I stumble and grab my side. The bleeding has slowed, but the pain is there - so much pain. Kristoff looks at me then, seeing the damage done to me and his face hardens.  
 
    Before I can explain, before I can plead, he pulls his hand back and whips his knife at my sister, striking her square in her chest. She staggers back, a look of shocked horror frozen on her face as she falls to the ground. 
 
    I scream and try to run to her, but Kristoff holds me back. She’s dead. She probably was before she hit the ground, his aim was spot on - straight to her heart.  
 
    Air won’t come to me, I can’t get it inside my body. Crumbling to the ground, Kristoff sets me against the wall. “Don’t look, baby. Don’t look,” he says and leaves me, pulling another knife from his pants.  
 
    I can’t see past him. Kristoff blocks my view of Andrei, but it only takes a second for me to know what’s happening. A strangled cry and then it’s over, blood pours down to the floor, pooling around the chair, over Kristoff’s boots. Like a river, it heads for my sister and mingles with her blood now flooding around her body.  
 
    She’s dead. My sister didn’t save me. 
 
    Kristoff wipes his knife off on his father’s suit jacket and re-sheaths it. He steps to me, squats down.  
 
    “It’s over now, baby. All over.” He sounds soothing. Like I should be happy. I should be calm.  
 
    I look at my sister, lying lifeless and limp. So much blood.  
 
    My stomach rolls and I fall to my side just as the contents are emptied on the floor. A fire burns in my side and I whimper, but I have no more energy for screaming.  
 
    Sleep. I want sleep. Long hours, days, months even. As long as it takes for time to rewind and for all of this to go back to normal.  
 
    Back to when my sister was just a CIA agent too busy to talk to her little sister. Back to when I was scrounging around places I shouldn’t have been to try and get a story. Before I bought plane tickets to England. Before I heard of Andrei Dowidoff. 
 
    “It’s okay, I have you,” Kristoff says, but I’m too far away to respond. Playing in the darkness.  
 
    Dark is good. 
 
    It hides me so well. 
 
    I think I’ll stay here for a while. 
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    Dr. Morrow waits for me in my office. He’s helping himself to a glass of vodka from my wet bar when I enter.  
 
    He finishes pouring when he notices me and offers me one.  
 
    I shake my head. No amount of vodka will take the edge off.  
 
    “Is she safe?” I ask, throwing myself into my chair. My father’s old chair. I hate it, it’s lumpy and caved in from where his ass made a groove. I’ll replace it later. Once I’m finished tying up the loose ends.  
 
    Dr. Morrow nods. “She’s been admitted to Mount Sinai. I have access to her records and the attending physician is keeping me updated. She’ll be just fine once she wakes up.”  
 
    I don’t like medical induced coma’s, no matter how much Dr. Morrow tries to convince me they are safe. It scares the hell out of me, but she never would have gotten on that plane willingly.  
 
    “The gash on her side?” I ask, trying to block out the image of all the blood saturating her sweater. She lost so much of it, Dr. Morrow was surprised she’d been conscious for as long as she had been.  
 
    “Deeper than I would have liked to see her travel with, but the stitches held. She lost a lot of blood, though, Kristoff. She’ll need some time to recover.”  
 
    “And her other injuries?” I’m listing these items like I’m getting a report on projects I’ve asked him to handle. I’ll deal with the reality of it all later. Once he’s gone and I can finish what needs to be done. Then I can drown myself in vodka.  
 
    “All healing. They’ll wake her tomorrow. I’ll know more then.” He assures me everything’s going to be fine for her, but he can only answer the physical questions. Magdalena was put through hell while here. The mind can only handle so much horror, so much betrayal. 
 
    “Once she’s released, I want her set up with the best therapist in New York. She’s to have round the clock access for help.” 
 
    Dr. Morrow’s brows shoot up. “She’s going to be very confused, Kristoff, and while I agree she’ll need someone to help her sort out everything that happened to her while she was here - she’s going to need answers. And she’s not going to like waking up to find you’ve left her.” His voice is that of a chastising old woman trying to guilt me into doing the right thing. 
 
    But I did the right thing. I protected her, I saved her from those that would see her dead, then I sent her away.   
 
    “Seeing me would only be a reminder. She needs to figure out a way to forget.” I push off the chair. I think about her too much, and this conversation is only needling a wound I can’t treat. There is no fixing it, and I don’t deserve for it to be cleaned and bandaged. I deserve the pain and the infection. Because that’s what I am. An infection. If I were to stay with her. If I hadn’t sent her back to New York, I would have festered in her life and destroyed her. I’ve already stolen her innocence, I won’t be responsible for ruining everything else.  
 
    “I don’t think she’ll agree,” he says into his glass as he takes a sip. 
 
    “You’re probably right, but it’s not up to her. I know what’s best for her and I’m taking care of it.” I sound like a man who has any right to make decisions on her behalf.  I don’t. I’ve not earned that privilege. But fuck it, I don’t care. I won’t allow any more hurt to come to her. And all I bring is pain. 
 
    “She’ll need assistance dealing with her sister’s estate,” he reminds me of another item on my list. Danuta. CIA agent turned human trafficker. It still boggles me. My father complained about the Americans getting their nose into everything for years. Danuta was a particular thorn in his side. Apparently, it only took the scent of money to lure that bitch away from the rest of her pack.  
 
    “Put a man on it. I don’t want her to have to deal with anything on her own. She’s to have full support. Get her an apartment, she gave up the one she had when she came here for her story.”  After everything that’s happened, I’m still irritated that she’d been so foolish in coming to England to snoop around. “I want the rent paid for the year, and after that, if she wants to stay, I want the bill paid. She’s not to want for anything, do you understand?”  
 
    He nods in agreement. I’ve given him duties well outside his physician skills, but he’ll see it’s done.  
 
    “She’ll have questions,” he prods me again. 
 
    I head to the door. Talking about her has made the dark cloud appear again, and I need to finish what I started downstairs.  
 
    “She’ll have a roof over her head, and safety. That’s all she needs.” I yank the door open and head to the stairwell.  
 
    As I head down to the pits of the house, I can already hear the moans and cries of the four men I have waiting for me. Peeling off my shirt, I head into the first room. Into the cell I’d kept Magdalena when she first arrived. Matvei is restrained, facing away from me in the cell, his naked ass greeting me when I walk in.  
 
    “Are you ready?” I ask him.  
 
    “Kristoff,” he pleads, frantically trying to turn his face to me, but he’s already received some of his punishment. He can’t see me, no matter where he looks. One eye has swollen shut, the other has been cut out.  
 
    “I asked if you’re ready,” I say again, firmer, and pull out the knife I’ve brought with me.   
 
    “I was only doing what your father told me to do! I followed orders!” he cries, tears are already falling. Fucking pussy.  
 
    His legs have been cuffed to the cell bars, spread wide open for me. I reach between them and pull his cock back toward me. I squeeze the soft shaft and pull downward. 
 
    “No! No!” he screams and tries to wiggle away. He’s fighting hard, and if he weren’t restrained so well, he might actually get away. But I’m not a novice. And he’s earned every bit of this. 
 
    The knife slices easily through him, and his dick falls to the ground. His screams are deafening now, but I’m not done. Blood pours out, and if I take too long, he might pass out from the blood loss before I finish. And I don’t want that to happen.  
 
    Magdalena didn’t get to sleep through the five men raping and beating her. They will not get the convenience either. 
 
    I pull one ass cheek to the side and line up the tip of my knife to his clenched ass hole. He’s still hollering over losing his cock, I’m not sure if he even realizes what’s coming next.  
 
    “Shhhh,” I say soothingly. “Shhh, Matvei. Almost done.” He stills for a moment, like he’s trying to hear me, trying to figure out what’s next. And he does, as my knife slowly begins to enter his ass.  
 
    “No!” He bucks again, but it’s no use. I had planned to go slow, but he’s getting annoying, so I shove the knife up into him.  
 
    “Does that feel good, Matvei?” I ask, reminding myself of how scared Magdalena must have been. How much pain he and his friends brought her. I twist the knife and pull downward, toward his dismembered cock. The knife tears him apart, his balls are ripped open and blood splatters over my boots.  
 
    I wait for him to stop shouting and collapse into his binds. He probably still has a pulse, but not for long. I remove my knife, wiping it on his shirt until it’s clean and step back.   
 
    Lifeless, he dangles from his binds. 
 
    I step out of the room, signaling one of my men to clean up the mess. I have three more rooms to play in. I sheath my knife and roll my shoulders. It’s going to be a long morning. 
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    Six Months Later… 
 
    The beat of the music mirrors my heart pounding in my chest. It’s not my first time at The Dungeon, my favorite play space in New York. I’ve been here every week over the past two months. There’s no reason for my nerves to be so on edge.  
 
    It’s been six months since I woke up in that damn hospital bed. Alone and scared.  
 
    Physically, I’m all healed. It’s the rest of me that’s fucked up.  
 
    Kristoff abandoned me - threw me away.  
 
    His men tried to explain things the way he’d told them to, I’m sure. He’s paid for an apartment, that I won’t stay in. He’s hired the best therapist in New York for me, who I won’t speak to. And he’s taken care of all my sister’s estate issues leaving me with an overflowing bank account - which I won’t touch. 
 
    I didn’t lose a sister when his knife penetrated her heart, I’d lost her years ago. I don’t know everything; the government doesn’t like to admit it when one of their own goes off the grid and joins a human trafficking ring. I learned everything I needed to know when I got my hands on her laptop. She’d joined up with Andrei over a year ago. Just when the investigation turned to focus elsewhere. How convenient.  
 
    Kristoff had been right about the trust fund. On my twenty-fifth birthday, I will gain full access to it. But he was wrong about the amount. Interest compounds and it’s been sitting there for ten years. It’s close to five million now, and I’ll have it in another month.  
 
    When I questioned the attorney in charge of the funds, why I hadn’t been notified when I turned eighteen, he didn’t have an answer. Danuta knew who to pay off. 
 
    Officially, Danuta was killed while investigating Andrei Dowidoff - who had been killed by one of his own men. Matvei’s picture had been plastered between Danuta and Andrei’s in the NY Times. While my sister was being touted as a hero, I was piecing my life back together.  
 
    “Hey, Mags,” Bobby, a Dominant I played with casually before, says. Before Kristoff. Before everything.  
 
    “Hi.” I force a smile. We’ve played several times over the past weeks, and I’m looking forward to tonight. He promised a hard session, and I’m going to hold him to it. I need the bite of pain and he’s been holding back, afraid I wasn’t ready. He doesn’t know anything about what happened in England. But he thinks the death of my sister is taking me a while to work out.   
 
    His brown eyes dart toward the lobby. “Did you make plans tonight?”  
 
    “I don’t have any plans,” I insist. “If you want to play with someone else, that’s fine—”  
 
    “No, it’s not that.” He looks over my outfit - a short cut black dress and bites his lip. “No, it’s not that at all. But there’s a guy at the entrance looking for you.”  
 
    I turn to see what he’s pointing at.  
 
    Dr. Morrow.  
 
    My stomach flips. Something’s happened to Kristoff. 
 
    “Do you want me to get rid of him?” Bobby asks in that protective tone of his that used to get me wet just listening to. But, like everything else we’ve done over the past weeks, it’s not enough.  
 
    “No. I know him. He’s a friend. I’ll just talk to him real quick and come back.” I keep my eyes locked on Dr. Morrow and leave Bobby standing near the bar.  
 
    Dr. Morrow cracks a gentle smile when I approach him.  
 
    “Sorry, Magdalena, he’s not vetted,” John, the guard at the door, tells me.  
 
    “I know. It’s fine. I’ll step out.” I walk past Dr. Morrow and motion for him to follow me to the lobby, and out to the street.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask immediately once we’re outside. I wrap my arms around myself to ward off the chill. 
 
    “I don't think Kristoff would approve of your dress,” he says and shakes off his coat, draping it over my shoulders. 
 
    “Approve?” I shake my head. “What’s wrong, why are you here?” I ask, more demanding, but I’m trying to keep my heart from leaping out of my chest. 
 
    “Nothing is wrong. I promise,” he says in that gentle voice of his. How anyone so calm and sweet could work for the Dowidoff family makes no sense to me.  
 
    “Then why did you just try to get into The Dungeon? And break up my date?”  
 
    “That man was your date?” he asks with raised brows. “He didn’t seem very - well, your type.”  
 
    If he means Bobby’s nothing like Kristoff, he’s right.  They couldn’t be more different. One believes in consent and limits, while the other just takes what he wants when he wants.  
 
    “Kristoff wasn’t my choice, Dr. Morrow,” I remind him.  
 
    His lips press firmly into a straight line. “Yes, I know, but you came to care for him anyway.” I didn’t need that reminder. Not tonight.  
 
    “If every thing’s okay, why did you track me down?” I push for an answer. It’s cold, and I don’t want Bobby to find another partner.  
 
    “Kristoff is in town. He wants to see you,” he says on a long breath.  
 
    “So, he sent a messenger?” I laugh. “I have nothing to say to him.” Or everything. I have everything to say, to cry, to feel with him, but I can’t do it. I can’t allow myself to fall into him again. It was wrong, having feelings for him. He was my captor. It was sick and twisted, and now I’m home, I’m free, and I’m not going to fall for him again. 
 
    “No, not exactly,” Dr. Morrow says as a black SUV pulls up to the curb beside us. My stomach twists and the little hairs on the back of my neck stand up.  
 
    The back door opens, and Kristoff is sitting there. His expression dark, like he’s not as happy to see me as Dr. Morrow’s tone suggested.  
 
    “Magdalena. Get in,” he says and waves me to his side.  
 
    I laugh again and slip Dr. Morrow’s coat off me. “I’m not going anywhere with you.” I hand the coat back to the doctor who looks worried now. When I turn back to Kristoff, I can see why. He’s taken one look at my outfit and is climbing out of the car.  
 
    “I asked you to get in the car.” Kristoff yanks the coat back from the doctor and throws it over my shoulders.  
 
    “No. You told me. And I’m not getting in the fucking car, Kristoff.” I stand my ground but keep the coat. He’ll be easier to deal with if I’m covered up.  
 
    “Who are you here with?” he demands and looks back at the entrance to the club. 
 
    “No one.” It’s not a complete lie. Bobby and I had planned to play, but we aren’t a couple. He’s probably found someone else to play with by now. 
 
    “Then why won’t you get in?” he asks. I don't think anyone has ever told him no and gotten away with it, he seems confused by the concept. 
 
    “Because I’m not ready to leave yet, and I don’t want to see you.” I keep my eyes averted from his gaze. Being caught in that dominant glare of his will make my resolve weaken.  
 
    “Maybe, Magdalena would agree to meet for dinner, tomorrow night?” Dr. Morrow interjects.  
 
    Kristoff glares at him until he steps away.  
 
    “Is that it? Are you afraid of me?” He sounds torn up at the idea. I don’t remember him caring much about my fear when he first met me.  
 
    “I’m not afraid. I’ve moved on from—” What? Our relationship? Stupid. “I’m moving forward, and I don’t think we have anything to say to each other.”  
 
    “You love me,” he states like he’s telling me I’m wearing shoes. 
 
    “What?” I can feel the heat in my cheeks and take a step back. “No. I cared for you because you showed me a very small amount of kindness in a really bad situation. After you made my life hell, I’ll add. But no, I don’t love you.”  
 
    “You won’t see the doctor I set up for you, or take the money that belongs to you, and you haven’t moved into the apartment. How can I be sure your safe if you won’t do what I tell you?” I see the little tick in his jaw and know he’s getting upset, but he’s holding himself steady.  
 
    “I don’t need any of those things. I’m fine. I have a new job at a photography studio and I’m working on several projects on my own. I don’t need your money or your help.”  
 
    “You’ve been here every weekend for two months, playing with someone,” he says in the most jealous tone I’ve ever heard him use.  
 
    I smile. “Yes. An old friend.”  
 
    “I don't like it,” he admits, and I laugh. 
 
    “I’m not your prisoner anymore, Kristoff. You can’t just pull up and demand I do everything you say. This is real life now. I have a life and I’m living it,” I say, taking a long breath. Unless he wants to take me prisoner again. There isn’t anyone on the street to stop him. It’s late and the traffic is slow at this time of night.  
 
    The idea of being shuffled into his car shouldn’t make me so damn tingly. But it does. 
 
    He takes a deep breath through his nose. “You’re right. Let my driver take you home at least. I’ll get another car.”  
 
    “I just got here,” I say. 
 
    “You’re done for tonight.” He shrugs. I suppose I should be happy he’s not dragging me off to the car. 
 
    “And how do I know your driver won’t just take me to some warehouse and lock me up?” I ask, half joking but mostly not. 
 
    His eyes darken. “You don’t. But I give you my word, he’ll drive you home.” He’s asking me to trust him. He abandoned me. If he’d wanted to keep me locked up in his basement, he wouldn't have gone through all the trouble of sending me back to the states in the first place. 
 
    Of all the things Kristoff has done to me, lying isn’t one of them.  
 
    “You’re not going to leave if I stay, are you?” I already know the answer.  
 
    “No, and if you go back inside to have some other man touch you while I’m standing here, I don’t promise that I won’t go in after you,” Kristoff says with a grin. He knows he’s winning.  
 
    “That’s why Dr. Morrow went in?” I ask. 
 
    “He was afraid I’d lose my temper.” Kristoff comes as close to rolling his eyes as I think he ever would. It’s endearing. 
 
    I shake my head. I can’t forget who and what he is. 
 
    “Is he your babysitter now?”  
 
    “He wanted to come with me to be sure you were healthy. He’s here in an official capacity,” Kristoff assures me, but after seeing Dr. Morrow’s eyes roll, I know the truth. He’s come to keep Kristoff under control. I don’t think any man would have that power, but this doctor seems to have Kristoff’s ear and heart. 
 
    I stare at him in silence. He’s changed somehow, the anger I was so used to seeing simmering just below the surface isn’t there anymore. He looks almost vulnerable while I’m deciding what to do.  
 
    Giving up, because I know he won’t give in, I agree. “Fine, your driver can take me home. But I do have to go back in to tell Bobby I’m leaving and to grab my purse.” I jerk a thumb at the door.  
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “Bobby?” he says the name with a forced American accent and I can’t help but laugh. “This man who plays domination games with you is named Bobby?”  
 
    “Domination games?” I ask laughing again.  
 
    “Yes, it’s a game here, yes? You play out fantasies and cuddle after?” His description isn’t quite the full reality, but not too far off either.  
 
    “It’s fun and safe,” I say to him.  
 
    He shrugs. “Get your things and go home. Will you let me have dinner with you tomorrow?”  
 
    Will I let him?  
 
    I don’t care for the term. He’d told me once I don’t let anything happen where he and I are concerned. That felt more natural than this permissive conversation.  
 
    “Dinner? Sure. I can meet you—” 
 
    He shakes his head. “No. My driver will pick you up at seven o’clock. Don’t be late, and don’t wear that.” He points to my dress. “Never wear that in public again. Burn the damn thing. I don't like it.”  
 
    A black sedan pulls up behind the SUV and Kristoff waves to it. He really is taking a separate car.  
 
    “Men love this dress on me,” I tease. I need to know where that line is, where is the Kristoff I met, and where is this man who stands in front of me.  
 
    “Exactly,” he says with a raised brow and tense jaw. “They shouldn’t need you to paint on your clothes to love you.”  
 
     I want to question him about his statement. But he walks over to the second car and gets inside.  
 
    As it drives away, I simmer inside. He didn’t even touch me, but my skin is hot.  
 
    “Well, that was odd,” I say. 
 
    Dr. Morrow laughs. “Go get your things. I’ll ride back with you since he’s forgotten all about me.”  
 
    I watch his car’s taillights fade into the night. He’s almost gentle now. Kind even.  
 
    I’m not sure I like it. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    19 
 
      
 
    She’s going to be a little pissed off when she gets here, but I can live with that.  
 
    It wasn’t a lie about dinner, I just let her believe we’d be going out for the meal. Considering her first reaction to seeing me was to toss me to the side, I couldn’t give her any reasons not to join me tonight. 
 
    I even cooked. Burnt everything, then ordered in, but I made the attempt. And I’m going to be damn sure she knows it. Because she deserves better than a monster, and I’m working to be that for her. 
 
    I tried to forget her over the past six months. When I found out, she rebuked every attempt at making sure she was okay, the only thing I could do was set her free. With men keeping tabs on her of course, but I didn’t interfere.  
 
    I know about her photography job, and I know she hates it. She’s snapping family photos for shit’s sake. And her little projects are puff pieces on the New York socialites. She’s hiding from the world.  
 
    That stops now. 
 
    And if that means I have to go on dates with her to make it happen, I will. Because she deserves everything the world can give. 
 
    The front door of my condo overlooking Manhattan opens and I hear the click clop of heels on the tile. She’s dressed up for me.  
 
    I step out of the kitchen to greet her. She’s fucking gorgeous.  
 
    The dress she’s wearing comes down to her knees, the neckline plunges enough for the swell of her breasts to show, and the dark green coloring is perfect for her skin.  
 
    “If I’d known we were staying in, I would have worn jeans,” she says, wiping a loose hair from her eyes. She’s left it down and curled it. It’s longer than it was when we met, past her shoulders now.  
 
    “If you’d known we were staying in, you might not have come,” I counter. 
 
    “True,” she concedes. She looks around the condo. It’s an open layout, the only two rooms that can’t be seen are the bedroom and bathroom. “You live here now?” 
 
    “Only when I have to be in New York.” Which gratefully isn’t often. But if she lives here, I’ll be spending more time.  
 
    “You cooked?” she asks leaning to see into the kitchen.  
 
    “In a way,” I admit. “Burnt the spaghetti sauce, so I ordered food.”  
 
    “You burnt spaghetti sauce?” she asks unbelieving. “I would think if you’re going to cook, you’d cook something you’re used to. Like something Russian?” She tosses her purse on the end-table and walks past the living area to the large windows showcasing the evening lights of the city.  
 
    “I thought you’d like spaghetti,” I say. This feels wrong. Off somehow. Playful banter, casual talk. It’s nauseating.  
 
    “Kristoff, why did you come here? I mean why now?” She turns to me, her hands fisted at her sides.   
 
    “I have a meeting—” 
 
    “No! I mean why did you find me? Why not just leave me alone?” she demands. Months ago, I wouldn’t have allowed the tone, but this is different. I’m not on home ground here.  
 
    “You’ve never been alone,” I admit. “I’ve known every move you’ve made since you were brought back home. I know where you work, what you eat for dinner most nights - which is spaghetti—” I point a finger at her. “I know you have one friend you see on Sundays for yoga, and I know you want to enjoy all this freedom, but you’re not.”  
 
    I’m taking a big chance here. If I’m wrong, she’ll bolt, and I’ll never get a second chance.  
 
    Her mouth opens then closes three times before she growls and turns back to the windows. “You are fucking impossible.” 
 
    I smile. She didn’t run. 
 
    “You are as stubborn as a fucking mule,” I accuse.  
 
    “I want to forget you. I want to stop remembering all of it.” Her voice softens, and her hand raises to her face.  
 
    She’s crying. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say, moving to stand just out of reach of her. If I get closer, I’ll grab her and hold her and demand she never leave. This has to be her choice. She never had one with me before, but now she will. Even if she chooses to leave.  
 
    “I’m sorry for all of it - except for the part where you came into my life.” I clear my throat. I’m not one for such talk, but it’s the truth.  
 
    “My father’s gone. His trafficking business dismantled along with him and most of his men.” I want to assure her the men who hurt her died painfully, but I don’t want her memory to trail down that lane.  
 
    “You’re in charge now?” 
 
    “I am. You won’t like what I do to earn my money. I’m not a good man. But there will be no more slaves bought or sold in my family name.” The women my father kept in his clutches have all been given their freedom and have been set up with a life they will find some happiness in. “The estate in London has been sold. I won’t be going back there again.”  
 
    She tenses but doesn’t speak.  
 
    I can’t let her keep holding herself and thinking she’s alone in this. I move forward, standing behind her and wrapping my arms around her body.  
 
    “You just left me. Sent me away like I was nothing,” she whispers, twisting around in my arms and pressing her cheek to my chest. “You didn’t want me, and I had made myself believe that in your own way - you did. I was wrong.”  
 
    “No, you weren’t wrong,” I say, kissing the top of her head. “I was a fucking idiot. I needed to clean my house and I couldn’t do that with you in it. I didn’t want you to see me like that. I know I don’t deserve you, I deserve nothing but the fiery flames of hell I’ll surely meet when I die, but I can’t help but want you.”  
 
    “You kept tabs on me this whole time?” She pulls back to look up at me. Her eyes are red, the little mascara she wore has been smudged off. I run my thumb over her cheek to catch a tear.  
 
    “I wouldn’t just let you go off into the world unprotected, and if you decide you don’t want me, you’ll always have my protection.”  
 
    “And if I don’t want that either?” She’s pushing it, and I can see it in her eyes that she knows it.  
 
    “Well.” I sigh. “You don't have a say in that.”  
 
    “So, you’ll always be hovering? And if I marry? Have kids?” She shoves away from me, but I catch her arm, holding her near me.  
 
    “It would kill me, but I would still make sure you were safe, all of them were safe,” I vow.  
 
    “I don’t know this Kristoff.” She waves a hand at me. “This Kristoff is permissive, he’s quiet. Undemanding.”   
 
    “You’d rather have me force you?” I can’t - won’t do that again. 
 
    “No. Not that.” She shakes her head. “You haven’t even kissed me yet,” she blurts out.  
 
    I was waiting for the right moment, for her to want it as much as me, but I see now what she needs. She needs my power, my strength. Not just armed guards, but me. She needs me. 
 
    I yank her arm until back pressed against my chest again. Framing her face with both hands, I tilt her head back and crush her mouth with mine. My tongue doesn’t beg entrance, but rather invades her and she tangles with me with as much force as always. She’s not giving me an inch, she’s making me take from her. And it’s a sweet surrender when she finally places her hands on my chest and moans.  
 
    “This dress is better than that thing you wore last night, but I want it off,” I say against her lips. My cock is bursting to get out of my pants, but I am determined to go slow with her. I won’t hurt her a second time. 
 
    “What about dinner?” she asks, stepping out of my embrace.  
 
    “Fuck dinner,” I say and step toward her, hunting my prey, and enjoying the chase she gives me when she moves away again. “The bedroom is that way.” I point at the door she needs to go through to get to my bed. “But once you’re in there, you lose your say. And you’ll stay with me. No more department store photography, no more puff writing. You’ll be mine.”  
 
    She nods and keeps walking backward. I’m not running at her, but my heart is pounding like I’ve just sprinted up the stairs.  
 
    “Why is your dress still on?” I ask with a determined step. “Are you back to being a naughty girl?”  
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    He’s back. Kristoff is back, and the fire in his eyes and the deep tenor of his voice has sent shivers through my body. He stalks me to the bedroom, and I manage to get the dress off just as he pounces on me. 
 
    He lifts me into the air and tosses me on his bed. I bounce and laugh at the animalistic way he’s acting, but I love it. I have craved it, and him for six long months. 
 
    “Panties?” he asks and grabs the elastic. “Never again,” he announces and tears them off me. Good thing I left my bra at home, or he’d be ruining a very expensive panty set. 
 
    His shirt flies across the room, and he covers my body with his own. His hands are in my hair, tugging and holding me while his mouth claims mine again. I can barely breathe, but it doesn’t stop me from matching him with my own aggression. 
 
    I reach down between us and pull at his belt. 
 
    He chuckles into my kiss. “Horny girl.” He’s called me a horny girl in Russian and I can’t stop the smile from crossing my lips. I am that. Exactly that. 
 
    Getting to his knees on the bed, he pulls the belt open and works his zipper down before shoving his jeans off. I reach for him, wrapping my hand around the silky-smooth texture of his shaft. 
 
    “Oh, fuck.” He groans and pulls my hand away. “You can’t do that, love. I haven’t had a woman since you left. If you do that, we won’t get far.” 
 
    His hands are everywhere, touching and pinching and rubbing me while his mouth moves from my lips to my cheek to my nipples. I arch my back when he licks my nipple into a beaded bud. Nothing has felt so good as his hands on me. 
 
    When his fingers find their way to my pussy, he pauses and looks up at me. 
 
    “Do you have any pain?” he asks with worry weighing down his words. 
 
    “No pain,” I assure him. “I’m not breakable,” I promise him and lift my hips to get his fingers to move. 
 
    He growls his intent before pushing two fingers inside of me. I hiss at the sudden full feeling and he tenses. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking stop.” I grab his shoulder and push him. 
 
    “Did you push me?” he asks with a devilish grin. 
 
    “No. I would never.” I smile at him. I would if it meant he’d start moving his fingers, but I know what he’s looking for. He’s wanting my obedience, my submission. And I want to give it to him because it’s his dominance that makes a safe place for me to hide. To be embraced and loved. 
 
    He spreads my legs and positions himself between them, stroking his cock over me and watching to be sure I’m seeing him. I can’t tear my eyes away from his hand. I want him inside me. Not just my cunt, my entire soul. 
 
    “Please,” I say and reach for him again, but he slaps my hand away. 
 
    “If you can’t be good, you can’t have any,” he says and runs the head of his cock through my folds, gathering up all of my juices. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I say and put my hands at my sides. 
 
    He chuckles. “I may have found a new way to punish you.” Before I can contest his comment, he thrusts into me in one quick push. I cry out, and he stills but I hug him. 
 
    “No. That’s good. It’s so fucking good.” I flatten my feet on the bed and arch my hips at him. 
 
    He holds nothing back now, he kisses me while he plows his thick length into me over and over again. I barely breathe or think. My heart hammers, but it’s so loud in the room with his body slamming into mine, I can only feel it. 
 
    “Fuck. Oh fuck,” he groans, his hands roaming over my breasts, then down between our bodies. “Come for me, Magdalena. Come hard, come for me,” he chants and rubs my clit in a circle. 
 
    The pressure is too much, and I whine, but with one more thrust, one more flick of his finger it all explodes into a burst of white light and waves of pleasure that carry me away. I’m screaming out with each new thrust, driving my reward further and further until he plows forward once more and growls his own release into me. 
 
    My breath is shallow, my heart won’t slow, and tears roll freely down my cheeks. 
 
    “Why?” he asks, out of breath himself, as he wipes the tears away. 
 
    “I thought you’d never come for me,” I say and bury my head into his neck. 
 
    His cock slips out of me, making a mess across my thigh and his quilt, but he doesn’t seem to care. He rolls to my side and pulls me to his chest. 
 
    “I’ll always come for you.” He hugs me tightly to him. “Always.” 
 
    Silence stretches out between us, and I rest my chin on his chest. “You sure you can handle me like this? When I’m free to come and go as I please?” 
 
    “What makes you think you’re free?” he asks and tweaks my nose. 
 
    “Because you aren’t the monster you think you are.” 
 
    “Oh, Magdalena, don’t convince yourself otherwise. It would be dangerous to do so.” I know he’s telling the truth. The things he does for his business, for his money, they aren’t good. 
 
    “No, you’re not the monster with me. Me, you love.” I press a kiss to his bare chest and rest my cheek against it, enjoying the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. 
 
    “You, I love,” he agrees, and he tugs at my hair. “And you love me, too.” 
 
    “Don’t get a big head about it,” I warn him, and he retaliates my snark with a quick smack to my ass. 
 
    “You still can be spanked and punished at my will. That doesn’t change, Magdalena. You’ll obey me, and you’ll be a good girl, or you’ll find I’m not as kind of a man you think me.” 
 
    I move up to my elbows. “I would never insult you by thinking you’re kind. But you won’t hurt me, not really, not like before – like—” I take a deep breath. “You won’t ever hurt me.” 
 
    “No. I won’t. And I will kill anyone who does.” 
 
    I know he’s not just saying these things. He doesn’t threaten, he only warns before acting. 
 
    “Now is a good time for you to listen,” he says, tightening his hold on me. “You will start to see the therapist Dr. Morrow went to the trouble to find for you, and you will claim the inheritance from your sister and trust next month when your birthday comes.” 
 
    I want to argue, but his finger presses against my lips. 
 
    “If you don’t want Danuta’s money, donate it. Give it away, but don’t let it just rot like she did.” 
 
    He makes sense. I can put that money to good use, to help those that her actions may have hurt. 
 
    “Okay,” I agree. “But I don’t need the therapist,” I press while he’s being so giving. 
 
    “That’s not open for discussion.” He shakes his head and rolls me to my back. “I can always bind you to a chair and bring the doctor home for your appointments. But I think it would be a little counterproductive.” He grins. He knows he’s winning. 
 
    He always wins. 
 
    And now, with his arms wrapped around me, my life joining with his, I win, too. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Light can be found in the Darkness, just as Darkness can be found in the Light. Sometimes it's not easy to distinguish between the two. 
 
    Ally Vance. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    The phone rings, and I impatiently place the glass of wine I’m holding down on the desk before answering. “This had better be of deadly importance for you to have interrupted my evening.” 
 
    “Ma’am, Maksim is dead, and his body was removed before we could recover it.” The male voice comes through clearly, and I can hear it quiver with fear at having to tell me this. 
 
    My thoughts race as I quickly assess the situation, and the measures necessary to clean up this fucking mess. 
 
    “Clean up, destroy everything and all ties that could ever be linked back to us,” I order, picking up the glass of wine again and swirling it once before taking a sip. 
 
    “What about the girls?” he asks, his voice hesitant. 
 
    “Don’t make me repeat myself, Luka. I said destroy everything.” I say it slowly with my annoyance evident in my tone. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” Luka responds, and I hang up on him, slamming the phone onto my desk. 
 
    I down the rest of the contents of my wine before standing and moving over to the window. I look at my reflection in the dark glass and see my long hair shimmering brightly like a halo, framing my face in the light of the room. Cursing, I turn and hurl my wineglass at the wall and watch the crystal shatter into a million sparkling fragments before I stride back over to my desk, press a button, and wait, tapping my foot impatiently. A tentative knock at the door sounds moments later. 
 
    “Enter.” 
 
    The door opens slowly, and the maid enters the room, “You called for me, Ma'am?” 
 
    “Yes, Zia. Clean that up and inform everyone that I’m not to be disturbed for the rest of the evening,” I say sharply, pointing to the mess of crystal on the floor. Then storming out of the room, I leave her to attend to it. 
 
    My heels click loudly as I walk down the hallway, anger flowing steadily through me at the irresponsibility of others, and the loss of a useful business associate. 
 
    Fucking Maksim, he was always so careless. I’d wondered in the past why I kept him around; He was a loose cannon and more trouble than he was worth in some cases, but having him on board gave me more power and another player to manipulate in the business.
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    EVELINA 
 
      
 
    I’m running, and my heart is pounding wildly in my ears as I make my escape from the nightmare I’ve been living in for so long. When the man came down and started shooting the girls with his gun, I crawled as far into the corner of my cell as I could. But it didn’t stop him from dragging me out by my ankle, pointing the gun at me, and ordering me to stand. I wasn’t afraid of him though. Not like when I was first taken and didn’t know what was going to happen to me. They kept me in the dark, mocking me when I cried and begged to be set free. I didn’t understand anything until Maksim came for me one night and showed me what fear and pain really were.  
 
    When I didn’t stand immediately, the man pulled me to my feet and aimed the gun at my head. Kicking out, I landed a lucky shot with my bare foot between his legs, and as he collapsed to the floor with a groan, I fled from the cold darkness of the basement. Now I’m out in the grounds of the house, I’m struck by how cold it is, and the feeling of fresh air on my bare skin comes as a shock. On the way out, I didn’t stop to grab anything to cover myself. I’d be dead if I had. All I can do now is keep running and try to get as far away from here as I can, or failing that, find somewhere to hide until morning. 
 
    I’m tearing through the darkness using the faint illumination from the faraway street lamps, and the sliver of moonlight to guide my way. I can just about see the woodland on the border of the property, so I aim for it, darting between the trees. My feet hurt. I can feel rocks and twigs digging into my soles, but I can’t stop. I mustn't stop. If I do, then I might as well have let the man shoot me back there in that hell my master, Maksim, called his home. 
 
    I hear a shot behind me and duck with a squeal of terror, cursing myself mentally for basically shouting out my location. I clap a hand over my mouth and keep moving, farther and farther into the trees until I reach an impenetrable fence and fall back. No, no, no, this can’t be happening… I can see the road on the other side and freedom is close enough to taste, but I’m being held back by an endless wall of metal, stretching out before me. Slowly inching away from it, I back into the trees until I spot a large bush, which I crawl under, and hugging my knees to my chest for warmth, I curl into the fetal position. I quiver in my hiding spot: fear, adrenaline, and cold wracking my small frame. I hope to God he doesn’t find me. I don’t want to die. 
 
    I hear the sound of twigs snapping and leaves crunching as someone moves nearby. I tense, biting my lip to keep a small whimper from escaping. Then holding my breath, I close my eyes, and wait for the searcher to find me, drag me out, and put an end to my life. A small tear escapes, trickling slowly down my face and into my hair. 
 
    I’m not sure how long I lie there, frozen in place by the fear of my impending death. The sounds of the woodland being disturbed by a human presence gradually grow fainter until they fade away completely. Not daring to move from this spot, I stay where I am and fall into an uneasy, restless sleep. I wake to light peeking through the leaves and yawn, stretching uncomfortably. I’m disconcerted by the shock of feeling sunlight on my face for the first time in far too long. I’d almost forgotten where I was, but the small stones and twigs digging into my bare skin are a prickly reminder I’m no longer trapped inside that house. 
 
    I blink, trying to adjust my eyes to the daylight before I sit up, rub my cold and aching feet, and take in my surroundings. The metal fence sits ominously to my left, reminding me freedom is close, but I’ve not yet escaped this prison. 
 
    I force myself to get up. My legs are shaking, and a wave of dizziness overcomes me for a moment, causing me to sway where I stand. I take an unsteady step forward, breathing deeply and inhaling the scent of the greenery surrounding me. Edging slowly over to the fence, I ignore the pain in my feet, and the cold air biting deeply into my flesh. I use the fence for support and make my way down the boundary line, listening and watching for any signs someone might be there, waiting for me to appear. I see and hear no one but don’t let my guard down even for a moment. I know I need to get some clothes to wear although the thought of re-entering Maksim’s house terrifies me. Pain and death are the only things awaiting me inside the building where I was held captive for so long, but if I’m quick and careful enough, then I might just make it back out of there alive. 
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    LUKA 
 
      
 
    The little suka kicked me straight in the balls before making a run for it. By the time I recovered enough to point my gun in her direction, she was gone. Fuck. Black spots form at the edge of my vision, and I groan at the pain radiating up into my body. That fucking hurt. I growl, anger flooding through me as I get unsteadily to my feet and take off after her. I’m going to make her pay for that before I finish her off. I want to punish her thoroughly for that little stunt, and remind her that just because Maksim isn’t here, she still needs to behave and do as she’s told. Even if that order is to stand up straight and perfectly still while I put a bullet through her damn skull. 
 
    The only time I feel alive is when I’ve a gun in my hand, and I’m watching the life drain out from the person on the receiving end of my bullet. However, killing all of those girls isn’t something I wanted to do. I loathe taking innocent lives, but I follow orders and do as I’m told. It’s either that or death, and I’ve no wish to die alongside them for disobeying a direct order. Especially when it comes from the top. Obey without question. That’s the one rule I’ve been taught to abide by, my entire life. She can’t get far in her current state: naked and probably weak, and the grounds are extensive. She can’t escape, and the moment she tries to get out of those gates, she’s fucking mine. 
 
    Outside, it’s cold and night has fallen. I can just about make out the flash of bare, white flesh under the moonlight as she darts into the woods. I take a shot and miss. She’s fucking fast, but she’ll have to stop sometime, and that’s when I’ll have her. 
 
    The woods are thicker than it looks with brambles, bushes, and lots of roots sticking up from the ground. I’m surprised she hasn’t stopped yet, the terrain must be unforgiving to her bare feet. I don’t care, I just need to finish the task I’ve been given: everything and everyone must be destroyed, even this fleet-footed little slave. 
 
    I crash through the undergrowth, branches tugging on my clothes, and I curse the lack of a flashlight. Stopping, I listen for any movement in the darkness, but there’s nothing except the faint sound of the breeze whispering lightly through the leaves and my heavy breathing. My heart is pounding in my chest, and I’m furious at how I fucked this up so badly. 
 
    I move slowly forward between the trees and see a break in the darkness where light peeks through, throwing a tiny glimmer on the ground. There’s no one there, so I keep going, deeper and deeper into the woodland bordering the estate. It’s thicker than it looks, but not as deep as it seems and is surrounded by a thick metal fence tipped with spikes. She can’t get out this way, and if she tried, then she would impale herself on the spikes and save me the trouble of shooting her. 
 
    “Foolish girl,” I mutter under my breath before turning and making my way slowly back to the house. 
 
    I’m not leaving, but I’ll retreat for now and keep watching closely. She won’t escape. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    I spend the rest of the night eradicating every last morsel of evidence that ties us to Maksim and clearing up the mess he left behind. By the time morning comes, I'm exhausted and my hands are bloodier than they have ever been in such a short space of time. I could have brought someone in to help me, but I prefer to work alone. I don’t trust anyone else to keep their knife out of my back or their mouth shut. It’s one less mark on my stained and blackened soul if I take care of everything myself. I’d only end up killing my accomplice anyway. She knows how I do things, approving of the precision with which I handle my work. I'll have to arrange for a crew to clean the place from top to bottom, and then it’s up to the boss what she wants to do with it. 
 
    I’ve never failed to complete a job, and this isn’t going to become my first time. Before destroying all of the security footage and shutting down the system, I quickly scan through it for any previous signs of the little escapee. What I see both intrigues and sickens me. She’s been kept in a locked, dark room, and they’ve watched via a night vision camera while Maksim used her body as he wished, and then left her sprawled, naked and weak, on the floor when done. There was no sound on any of the recordings, but I could clearly see the agony on her beautiful face when he raped her. 
 
    Beautiful… Fuck. Honestly, I can’t deny she’s a beautiful girl, but it doesn’t change the fact she has to die. It certainly doesn’t lessen my anger toward her for humiliating me the way she did in that basement. No, I'll have fun punishing her before I watch the life drain slowly from her eyes. 
 
    I turn back to the live feed of the grounds, skimming my eyes over each of the cameras as I watch for any sign of human life. Alert to any movement, which will reveal her location, I fight back the weariness threatening to close my eyes. It’s been a long fucking night.  
 
    I jolt in surprise when an alarm blares through the house, startling at the sudden noise. I must have drifted off. Fuck! I frantically scan the cameras looking for the source, and I see the security system has been triggered. My gaze sweeps over the live feeds, and I notice the slim form of the young woman, now fully clothed, running through the front gates and out of sight, her long brown hair flaring out behind her. I’m so fucked.
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    EVELINA 
 
      
 
    I’m free. This is my only thought as I leave Maksim’s house of fear and pain behind me. I fly down the road as fast as my legs can carry me. I don’t know where I‘m going, but I don’t stop, and I don’t look back. I can feel myself tiring already, but I push on, refusing to let it overtake me until I’m far away from the horrors of that house and the cold darkness of the basement. 
 
    My body slowly gives out, and when I finally stop to catch my breath, I’m standing in an empty street with houses all around me. I don’t recognize where I am.  
 
    I’m overwhelmed by the feeling of being outside, able to see the sky, and experience freedom. I’m struggling to breathe. I sink to the hard concrete pavement and clutch my knees, gasping and sobbing as everything hits me all at once. I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting there, it could be seconds, minutes, or even hours, when footsteps approach and fear grips my heart. I close my eyes tightly, preparing for what might be my last breath. 
 
    “Are you okay?” a soft female voice asks, and I look up, blinking in surprise. 
 
    I don’t answer; I just stare at the young woman standing in front of me. I can’t find my voice or the strength to do anything more than shake my head, as tears slowly run down my cheeks and drip onto my hands. 
 
    “Here, let me help you up,” she says, reaching a hand down to me. 
 
    I hesitate before taking it, letting her pull me to my feet. I stand there, swaying slightly, and she wraps her arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “Let’s get off the street and somewhere warm. There’s a small cafe nearby, we can go and have a nice cuppa. Then, you can tell me what’s wrong. Maybe I can help you?” The warmth in her gentle voice is comforting. 
 
    I let her lead me away from the houses and onto a long street where she directs me toward a small café, tucked between a row of shops, and we go inside. I won’t tell her why I’m upset. I can’t. How could I tell anyone what’s happened to me? 
 
    “I want to go home,” I whisper. 
 
    “Is there someone I can call for you? Someone who can come and pick you up?” she asks, taking a seat at one of the tables and gesturing for me to follow. 
 
    I glance around, wondering if this whole thing is a trick, a ruse to lull me into a false sense of security. I slowly inch into the seat facing the door, so I can see everyone passing by. I don’t want to be caught unaware with my back to any threat. I don’t know how far I’ve managed to travel from Maksim’s house, but it probably isn’t as far as I’d like. 
 
    She looks at me. “I’m going to order us some tea. How do you take it?” 
 
    “…Black …no sugar,” I answer after a moment’s pause, trying to remember. 
 
    It’s been so long since I’ve had anything to drink other than water, or the cum Maksim would force down my throat with his cock. I shake off the memories and bite my lip to keep from crying again. 
 
    When she returns with the teas, I wrap my hands around the cup she places in front of me, letting the warmth seep into my skin, and inhaling the familiar scent. 
 
    “I’m Lucy, what’s your name?”  
 
    Slave, I think, but I don’t say that to her. “Evelina.” 
 
    “Evelina,” Lucy repeats, and a strange feeling takes over me at hearing my name on her lips. 
 
    It’s been a long time since anyone called me by my true name with genuine kindness. For years I’ve been called Slave, or some other degrading names when Maksim and his friends would use me for their pleasure. When he was feeling particularly cruel, Maksim would pretend to be gentle, calling me Evelina. He’d make me feel as though the nightmare was about to end only to leave me more broken than ever by his own hand. 
 
    I blink and refocus on Lucy, once again, forcing the memories aside, wishing I could rid my mind of them completely. I might be free from the prison that physically held me, but I'll never escape the fortress I’ve built inside my mind to protect myself from the nightmares. I don’t say another word while we drink, and I think Lucy must sense I’m struggling to speak because she doesn’t push me to talk until after our cups are empty. 
 
    “Is there someone I can call for you?” she asks again, and I realize I didn’t answer her earlier. 
 
    “I don’t know anyone’s phone number. I just need to get home,” I say. 
 
    Lucy bites her lip and nods. “I don’t drive, but I can call a cab for you. Do you have money?” 
 
    I shake my head, tears filling my eyes, “No, but my mum might.” 
 
    She frowns and pulls out her phone. “Where do you live?” 
 
    “Swanley,” I answer, thinking it’s unlikely Lucy will even know of the village. 
 
    “Oh, it’s not far from here. We’re only in Dartford,” she answers, chirpily. 
 
    So close to home, and I never even knew. Spotting a newspaper on the table next to us, I snatch it, hoping to find out the date. I’ve been locked away for so long I don’t have any measure of how much time has passed. When I see the date, I drop the newspaper onto the table and do my best to mask my shock. 
 
    Four years… I wonder if my mum will even remember or recognize me anymore. I was barely a teenager when I was stolen from her. Did she stop searching for me? Did she give up hope of ever seeing me again? 
 
    My heart twists in pain, and I fight back the sob that creeps up my throat at the thought of her giving up on me. Four years is a long time, and I’m no longer the innocent young girl I once was. I haven’t looked at a mirror in years, and I wonder if I’ll even recognize myself in the glass when I set eyes upon my face once again. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    I’m going home. When Lucy phoned the cab company and asked them to pick me up, she tried to insist on coming with me, but I wouldn’t let her. I don’t want anyone to know exactly where I live, not even her. I’ve been held captive not even ten miles away from where I lived in Swanley with my mum. It’s been so long since I saw anywhere other than the inside of Maksim’s home I barely recognize anything anymore. 
 
    When the driver pulls up at the end of the road, I hand him the twenty pound note Lucy forced me to take. Her kindness surprised me; I had forgotten what it was like to be treated with care as if I was human instead of a fucking toy. I jump out of the car and run up the driveway, my heart pounding when I see the familiar green front door with the bronze knocker and number ‘sixty-two’ fixed just above the letterbox. I pound on the door not even bothering with the knocker. 
 
    Tears run down my face as I cry, sobbing out over and over, “Mum, it’s me. I’m home.” 
 
    The door opens and my mum stands there, looking older than when I last saw her. 
 
    “Evelina?” she chokes out, and I throw my arms around her. 
 
    When I let go, she takes an unsteady step back and slumps to the floor, unconscious.
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    LUKA 
 
      
 
    I bang my fist on the desk and storm out of the security surveillance room, slamming the door behind me. Everything has been wiped clean. The only loose end is the girl, and I have no idea where to start my search. Raking a hand through my hair, I growl in frustration at this colossal fucked up mess. 
 
    Sighing heavily, I pull my phone out and call one of the boss’ tech guys. I don’t want this getting out, but I have no choice. I can’t search the whole damn country for the girl. When I hear the connecting click, I immediately bark my orders into the phone before he has the chance to speak. 
 
    “I need to know everything about the girls Maksim kept in his home. Names, descriptions, anything you can send me. I’m sure there must be some photos...that ubludokliked to brag about his toys and show them off at his little parties. Send it all to me.” 
 
    “Man, why do you need this shit?” he questions. 
 
    “Fuck, Pavlo, one of the little bitches got away, and I need to find her,” I grit out. 
 
    Pavlo whistles … the noise sounds fucking awful down the line. “I wouldn’t want to be you when the boss finds out you fucked up. I’ll help you, but if they ask me why you want this info, I’m not going to lie. Every man for himself.” 
 
    I nod even though he can’t see me. “I know. As quick as you can, and while you’re at it, you can send cleanup.” 
 
    I hang up and walk through the desolate house while I wait. The place is silent and empty. There’s no evidence of life here except for my own beating heart, and the sound of my footsteps, bouncing off the high ceilings.  
 
    The phone buzzes in my hand, and I swipe open an email from Pavlo. A stream of photos and details fill the screen, and I smirk. He’s a pain in the ass, but he’s also a genius at what he does. I scroll through all of the information, scanning it for what I need. When I see the photo of the petite brunette from the basement my lip quirks. Gotcha. 
 
    I send the photo back to him with a simple message. 
 
    I need everything you can get me on this girl. 
 
    Name, age, last known location. EVERYTHING. 
 
    The phone buzzes again, and when I open the new email, my fucking day is made. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    The information Pavlo sent me contains everything I need to know, including the missing person’s report from when she disappeared four years ago. Fucking Maksim… she was only fourteen. I’m almost surprised he kept her so long, but then she really is a pretty little thing, and from watching the recordings, I could see how beautifully she cried. With her porcelain skin, her agony-filled warm brown eyes, and her mahogany colored hair, cascading down her back, she’d be irresistible.  
 
    I have her name now, and it suits her perfectly: life and light…so they kept her in the dark. 
 
    Evelina. 
 
    I look down at my lap and groan at the feel of my cock, straining against my black pants. I ignore it, willing it away. Being attracted to her will only complicate things, and it won’t alter her fate. I again pull up the email Pavlo sent and click on the link to Evelina’s information. When it opens, I let out a surprised breath. Although he was a sick bastard, Maksim was also fucking clever at times. He’d chipped her with a GPS tracker, which I doubt she knows about, and has now provided me with the means to find her. 
 
    I shake my head when I see the flashing dot on the interactive map and realize just how close it is to my current location. This is too easy. The silly girl went home. I just hope she’d enough sense to keep her mouth shut. I scowl because if she has told anyone about Maksim and what happened to her, the shit will really hit the fan. As much as I can’t afford to waste any more time on her, I need to cover my ass and make sure she hasn’t divulged anything she shouldn’t have. 
 
    I contact Pavlo again and promise him a favor in exchange for him setting up a tap on her mother’s cell and landline, to trace and record all of their calls. If either of them even begins to dial the number for the police, the man I’ve sent to watch them will disconnect the line and ensure Evelina and her family are dead before they know what hit them. 
 
    I monitor the tracker closely while I wait for the cleanup crew to finish their work, but she doesn’t leave the house. The man I’ve posted near the property has checked in every two hours since arriving and reported there has been no activity to require his special attention. He did inform me security on the house was poor, and he has managed to install cameras on the first floor. The feed is being streamed directly to my phone, and while I wait impatiently to leave here and reclaim the little escapee, I watch her through the cameras, committing everything I see to memory. 
 
    I’ve no idea if the police were called in the short time it has taken me to locate her, but I intend to find out. She'll be fucking sorry if she has because in this business spilling secrets is not tolerated, and she isn't the only one who’ll be punished. 
 
    A couple of days later, once the cleanup crew have been and gone, I tap the destination into my GPS and leave Maksim’s house behind. It doesn’t take long for me to drive through the quaint little towns and villages, weaving through the ridiculous islands jutting out into the road. Chicanes I think they’re called. As I approach the street she lives on, I pull over. I need to plan how I’m going to grab her. 
 
    I wait until nightfall, and when her mother leaves the house for work, Evelina is all alone. Vulnerable. It’s time to make my move. Once her mother’s shitty car has long gone, I turn on the ignition of my car and drive slowly up to her house, pulling up quietly out the front. I kill the engine, exit the car, and walk up the driveway to the side gate. Pulling down the latch to the gate, it opens easily… it doesn’t even have a bolt. Anyone could get through, not that a locked door or gate would stop me, but this just makes things that much easier. I make my way around the back of the house until I’m in the rear garden. Light is streaming through open french doors, and I edge forward slowly, keeping my footsteps light and my body crouched low. 
 
    I can see clearly into the room and no one is there. I draw the knife I keep hidden in a sheath inside my boot and walk into the room. I stand there, listening for movement for any sound, which might indicate another presence in the house besides Evelina and me. When a few minutes pass with no sound but my breathing and the clock ticking on the shelf, I make my way through the house to the stairs. I carefully inch up them, alert and aware of everything around me. On the landing I see light peeking out from beneath one of the doors and I smile. When I’m outside the door, I slowly turn the handle and open it a fraction. 
 
    Evelina is asleep on her bed, and the lamp sitting on the nightstand is on, casting a soft light over her delicate features. I walk silently over to the bed and stand there watching her for a moment. I want to destroy this girl; I want to make her suffer for her disobedience before ruining her beauty forever. Smirking, I run a finger down her face, caressing the soft pale skin of her cheek. Evelina stirs, opening her eyes to see my form towering over her. Her gaze darts up, and when her eyes lock onto mine, they widen in terror.
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    I wake up to a strange man standing over me. Recognition floods my brain when I realize it’s the man from Maksim’s house. I lift my hands to push him away, but he grabs my wrists and pins me down, and when I start to scream, he clamps his other hand down over my mouth. Tears leak from my eyes, running down my cheeks and over his hand as I tremble. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you this once, and if you even think about lying, you’ll be fucking sorry. Did you talk?” he growls, and I breathe in sharply. “And if I find out you’ve lied, then I'll personally ensure that your mother pays for your loose tongue with her life.” 
 
    I shake my head. Mum has repeatedly asked me what happened, and where I’ve been for the last four years, but I couldn’t answer her, and I wouldn’t let her call the police. I couldn’t drag her into the darkness. How could I even begin to tell her what Maksim did to me? Even when she presses me to talk, I can’t find the words to explain to her why every night since I’ve been home, I’ve woken us both with my screams. The nightmares haven’t faded…they never will. 
 
    He leans closer, and I can feel his warm breath against my skin as he whispers, “Don’t fucking move you little suka. You’re coming with me, and when I’m done, you’re going to wish you’d let me put a bullet between your fucking eyes when I dragged you from that cell.” 
 
    I whimper with fear, but the sound is muffled by his palm pressed flat against my lips. I don’t want to die, but the terror I’m feeling isn’t from the fear of death, it’s from the darkness lurking within his eyes, peeking out of his soul, and chilling my fragile heart. The lamp on the nightstand illuminates his face, and I can see his features more clearly than the first time I saw him. His eyes are such a dark shade of blue, they are nearly black, and his ebony hair has been swept back, but a few loose tendrils fall across his face. 
 
    Wriggling in his hold, I try to break free and manage to force out a scream, which vibrates against his hand. He squeezes my wrists tighter, and pulls my arms higher until I’m arched against his body. Then he shifts slightly, and the movement brings him so close I can feel his arousal against my hip. Pure terror washes through me, making my blood run cold. 
 
    I kick out, and he growls at me, “Don’t even think about pulling that little stunt again, or I’ll make things go even worse for you.” 
 
    He fumbles with his belt, and I start shaking my head at him. No. He raises an eyebrow at me and scoffs as he pulls it out of the loops in a single fluid motion. “I’m going to tie your wrists. If you make a single sound after I let go of your mouth, then I’ll fucking whip you with it instead.” 
 
    I lie there frozen, too afraid to move or make a noise as he proceeds to bind my wrists with the soft leather belt. I watch him, not daring to fight and barely breathing the entire time he’s doing it. When he’s finished, he checks it’s secure. It’s tight but not so much I’m going to lose circulation; at least I can still feel the blood pulsing through my fingers. Dread swirls in the pit of my stomach at the thought of what he’s planning to do to me. Thoughts of my imprisonment with Maksim swim to the forefront of my mind, and I have to swallow back the bile threatening to escape my throat. 
 
    He uses the thick wad of leather between my secured wrists to yank me to my feet. The fear makes my knees weak, and stumbling, I fall onto the floor and start to gasp for breath. Not again, I don’t want to be locked away, again. I don’t make any attempt to stand when he pulls at my wrists. 
 
    “Don’t fucking test me, get up!” he orders, and I flinch at the cold threat lacing his words. 
 
    I force my legs to obey and awkwardly get up from the floor while he watches me with a piercing gaze. Once I’m standing, he gives me a long hard look and then pushes me forward in front of him. My bare feet make no sound on the carpet while his boots softly thud behind me. Tears start to run down my face as we pass my mum’s room and slowly head down the stairs. His proximity sets me on edge… even more than his overwhelming presence, and I shiver in spite of the heat radiating from his body. 
 
    I’ve only just returned. What’s Mum going to think when she discovers history has repeated itself, and I’ve left without a trace, or a note to say goodbye? Will I ever get to see her again? I close my eyes and fight back the sorrow that’s threatening to engulf me because I know, this time, I’ll never come back. Soundlessly I whisper my goodbyes as my captor forces me into the backseat of his car and drives me away from the only place I’ve ever known as home. 
 
    Silent sobs wrack my body while I lie on the seat; fear, pain, and sadness overtake me until I’m a weeping mess. I put my face in my hands and let the tears flow freely. I know in my soul I'll not survive whatever he has planned for me. If I live to see another day, then it will only be because fate has decided to draw out my torture. 
 
    His phone rings, distracting me momentarily from my internal pity party for one, and when he pulls over to answer it, I listen closely, hoping to hear something I can use as leverage to make him let me go. 
 
    “Ma’am,” he answers, his voice respectful and calm. 
 
    The level tone takes me by surprise because all I’ve heard are gruff orders and threats from him. It’s only now I detect a slight accent to his voice although I can’t place where he might be from. 
 
    There’s a pause, and he glances at me in the rearview mirror as he answers, “It’s being rectified as we speak. I have her with me in the car, and I’m going to take care of the little problem.” 
 
    I can hear a faint voice through the phone although I can’t make out what is being said. When he responds again, he’s no longer using English, but I can’t figure out what language it is, only that it sounds vaguely familiar to me. His eyes don’t leave me for a single second, and something close to panic starts to build within me, the longer he speaks. 
 
    After he hangs up the phone and tosses it on the seat next to him, he turns and addresses me, “Change of plans; we’re going on a little trip instead. Congratulations, you get to live a little longer, but I wouldn’t get too complacent if I were you. This is all going to seem like a fucking dream compared to what comes next. You want your freedom, and I want your life. Too bad, neither one of us is going to get what we want.” 
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    Every now and then, I check on her in the rearview mirror while I’m driving to the private airfield. I need to get us out of the country before her mother calls the cops about her disappearance, not that it’ll make any difference. We’ll be far away before she even returns to find her daughter gone. Evelina has been crying silently the whole journey, and I squash the urge to offer her any form of reassurance. There will be no source of comfort or happiness for her when we arrive. She needs to learn that she hasn’t escaped from her nightmare, and that running away didn’t end her captivity. 
 
    I’m not sure why I’ve been instructed to bring the girl, but I can’t disobey a direct order. Something about Evelina must have piqued the boss’ interest. Maybe it was the info Pavlo dug up on her or the fact that Maksim kept her for so long. I’m not sure, but that’s something I’m going to find out. It’s a long flight from here, so there will plenty of time to interrogate her myself before we land, and I hand her over. 
 
    When we arrive at the private airstrip, I pull her from the back of the car. She’s stopped crying and is acting surprisingly obedient, walking silently with her head down. When I put my hand on her back, she barely responds, but I feel her muscles tense under my touch. I don’t remove it, reveling in the feeling of power it gives me over her, knowing she isn’t as unaffected as she’s pretending to be. Her obedience gives me a sense of satisfaction; she’s learning to behave herself, but it won’t stop me from punishing her for her earlier indiscretions. 
 
    Her steps falter slightly as we draw closer to the small plane we are about to board. The sky is lightening, but the sun has yet to make an entrance. I nudge her forward, urging her to continue on and reminding her I’m paying attention. A shudder wracks her small body, and though she doesn’t stop walking, it’s at a slower pace. I’m close behind, and right now, I’m losing my patience with her continued hesitation, regardless of her reasons. I don’t give a fuck, it’s not just Evelina who’ll suffer if she continues to pause like an untrained and disobedient slave. 
 
    “Keep moving, girl,” I bark, and she jumps before increasing her speed. 
 
    When we’re finally on the damn plane and the door has been sealed, I round on her, pushing her against the nearest seat with my hand on her throat. Her faint whimper and wide fearful eyes make my blood heat, and I grind my teeth, fighting against the arousal starting to flow through my body. She really is beautiful, and I want to do terrible things to her. I want to taste her tears, her lips, and every delectable inch of her sweet little body. 
 
    “Let me make this perfectly clear. You will obey every command I give you. Just because Maksim isn’t here, it doesn’t mean you get to misbehave.” I don’t miss her flinch when I say his name, but I continue as if I hadn’t, “That little taste of freedom you had will be the last. There is no light where we are headed, and any hope for you has long since died. I suggest you think very fucking hard about how to conduct yourself from now on. Do you understand me?” 
 
    She gives a nearly imperceptible nod, and a small tear escapes from the corner of each of her eyes, tracking a thin, wet path down her cheeks. Unable to resist, I lean forward and trail my tongue slowly up each of her cheeks, licking the salty moisture from her skin. Her breath catches, and I smirk down at her. 
 
    “Behave yourself Evelina,” I hiss, releasing her. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” she questions, and her voice is soft, almost melodic. 
 
    “To where the monsters live,” I reply, flashing her a quick grin. 
 
    She inhales sharply and turns her head away from me, but I force her to meet my gaze with a hand on her jaw, and I let my fingers caress the soft skin there for a few seconds before speaking. 
 
    “I don’t want this… I just want to go home,” she begs. 
 
    “There are worse people in this world than Maksim, and they want to meet you.” 
 
    I let go and stalk down the short plane to a seat farther away from Evelina. We have a long journey ahead of us, and there will be plenty of time for us to get better acquainted. But, right now, I need to back off before I lose all control. My restraint is already being tested by the pretty little slave sitting a few seats away. I’m tightly wound and needing release. If Evelina chooses to test me, I’ll do one of two things: I’ll either kill her or fuck her. 
 
    It ordinarily takes around three or four hours to fly to our final destination from the United Kingdom, however, we’ll have to stop several times, changing planes along the way. The flight plan even includes a brief stop in Moscow, but as much as I love the city, we’ll not be there long enough to visit. As we are entering my country illegally, the longer journey on private planes not only reduces the chances of detection from the government but also makes it impossible for Evelina to alert someone to her presence. Evelina has no idea what I’m dragging her into, and I suspect my little warning will not be enough to prepare her for the reception awaiting her… awaiting us. 
 
    I intend to do a little digging to pass the time and determine what she knows about Maksim, the organization, and anything else that might be hiding inside her head. I'll extract every last morsel of information from her I can. No one can say I’m not thorough in my work. I’m well versed in the art of pain and torture, and I’m dying to sink my teeth into her porcelain skin and make her bleed. If she forces my hand, then I'll be only too happy to oblige.
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    A hand roughly shaking my body draws me away from a nightmare. My breathing is ragged, my pulse is racing, and I can feel the tears start to fall as I slowly open my eyes. 
 
    “Master, you want me?” I mumble groggily before looking up and realizing that it isn’t Maksim waking me, but I’m still just as much a prisoner now as I was before.  
 
    My new captor gives me a strange look, one that makes me shrink away from his hand still on my shoulder. He may not be Maksim, but he exudes enough danger and darkness to flood my veins with fear. I glance out of the window and see we are now off the ground. I can’t escape up here, and given how fleeting my freedom was before he caught me, I never will. 
 
    I curl up on the seat, trying to make myself smaller to escape the dark eyes still watching my every movement. He’s standing so close I can feel the heat and threat radiating from his body, and I can’t stop the involuntary shiver that wracks my body at his proximity. The only men I’ve come into contact with over the past four years have all wanted the same two things: to hurt me and to fuck me.  
 
    It destroyed me every time Maksim would pass me around to his friends. He ruined every last fragmented piece of my soul he hadn’t already stolen from me himself, and the thought of being used like that again makes my stomach roil. The look on my captor’s face is a far cry from the leers I’m used to, but I’m not comforted by that knowledge. Not knowing what is going through his mind, leaves me more on edge and vulnerable than ever. 
 
    His hand lunges out, grabbing me by my throat while his other pins my arms above my head, which I now notice are bound with rope instead of the belt, which I can now see he is wearing once again. Terror sends my mind into a frenzy, and I struggle to break his hold. 
 
    “Stop fighting me… it won't do you any good. All it'll do is make this process more painful,” he growls and releases my throat. 
 
    “Who are you, and why are you doing this?” I ask, unable to keep the wobble from my voice. 
 
    He looks at me, slowly dragging his gaze over my stretched out body, which is still dressed in the same clothing I fell asleep in. The thin cami and tiny shorts do nothing to hide me from his eyes. I look away, not wanting to see his face and the expression he’s no doubt wearing. 
 
    “My name is unimportant, and I'm doing this for two reasons only: one, because it will be worse for you if I don’t; and two, because I want to. Answer my questions honestly like a good girl, and I won't need to make it hurt,” he says slowly; his tone dripping with the threat behind his words. 
 
    I feel the sob building in my chest as the hopelessness of escaping from one nightmare only to be immediately dragged into another, hits me all at once. I can’t stop the fresh tears from falling as the last vestiges of fight start to drain from me. Up here, in the confines of this small plane, there is nowhere to run or to hide from him. 
 
    “Tell me everything you know about Maksim? his friends? Anything you overheard while you were in that house? I want all the details, names of any of his business associates, descriptions.” 
 
    “Why? And how did you even find me anyway?” I ask, bitterly. 
 
    An impatient sigh leaves his lips, but he answers anyway. “Maksim planted a tracker in you.” 
 
    I jerk my head up to face him as the realization of how he found me, crashes through me. “Maksim put a tracker in me? Why would he do that?” 
 
    He shakes his head, scoffing at my question, but his eyes never leave mine. “I’m not sure why he would bother to put trackers in his fucking toys in the first place, but you weren’t the only one. I’ve no idea why he would bother planting a tracker on the little slave girl he kept locked away in the dark; especially when you could hardly escape from where you were being kept. What I’m more interested in is anything you can tell me about him, and that’s exactly what I intend to find out. Start talking, Evelina.” 
 
    I flinch at his tone, shivering at the way he draws out my name. The light accent in his voice becomes more obvious with his strange pronunciation, and I now realize it is similar to Maksim’s. I’m filled with a sudden dread at what lies at the end of this journey. I open my mouth to answer, but I can’t find the words as memories of my time with Maksim flood my mind: faces, pain, humiliation, the countless nights spent sobbing alone in the darkness, wondering why this was happening to me. My name became a curse.  
 
    My captor’s voice jolts me out of my thoughts and back into the present, but I’m left wondering if maybe the past was safer. 
 
    “I’m beginning to think that you want me to hurt you,” he says, brushing a tear from my cheek. 
 
    I freeze at his touch, drawing in a sharp breath. Gentle touches from a captor are more frightening than actions which speak of violence and pain. A soft caress often belies the true intent behind the action, which truthfully carries with it a subtle threat. I meet his eyes, no longer able to hide the emotions coursing through me, or the trail of tears running down my cheeks. 
 
    “Please, don’t make me talk about him… I can’t,” I plead, and my voice cracks on the last two words. 
 
    A shadow of something dances in his eyes before his previously blank expression transforms into something more menacing as he draws a folded knife from his pocket and flicks the blade open. The lights, in the cabin, reflect off the steel edge, blinding me for a few seconds. I gasp when I feel it press against my collarbone, and I whimper as it bites into my skin. 
 
    His voice is low and deadly when he utters his next words, “You might want to rethink that answer. I’m prepared to do whatever is necessary to get the answers I need. This can be easy, or it can be hard. Last chance, or I’ll start cutting them from you.” 
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    Evelina’s throat moves slowly as she carefully swallows against the knife I’ve pressed against her pale skin. The thin red line of blood, trickling down from the warning cut I gave her, disappears under the edge of her little cami, and I want to follow the trail with my tongue. She doesn’t move, but her eyes watch me closely, the fear and tears shining so brightly in them that I can’t tear my gaze away. 
 
    “Are you going to give me an answer, or am I going to have to get creative? You have five seconds to tell me something about your time in Maksim’s house,” I bite out, but she doesn’t answer. 
 
    “Five...” I begin, and she starts to look panicked. 
 
    “Four…” I begin to drag the knife lightly down over her sternum. 
 
    “Three…” Anger starts to pulse through me at her lack of response. 
 
    “Two…” I nick her with the knife, and a tiny bead of red sits on the newly broken skin. 
 
    “He’d sometimes come to me in the night… he’d touch me, hurt me, and then leave me in the dark for days,” Evelina replies. Her voice is barely a whisper, and I almost miss her answer. 
 
    I pause, waiting for her to continue. The tears rolling down her cheeks drip onto her chest and mix with the blood I spilled, creating a watery red trail that runs down her skin. This time I don’t bother to stop myself. Keeping the knife on her, the blade flat but still present as a warning, I lean into her. Evelina’s breath catches when I lick the tears that have settled on her chest. The metallic tang of blood and salt bursts in my mouth as I run my tongue over the shallow cuts.  
 
    Evelina is shaking, and when a sob bursts from her chest, I raise my head until my face is level with hers. She’s panting and her pupils are dilated; I can tell it’s from fear by the chill I can feel radiating from her, and the goosebumps coating her skin. 
 
    “Keep going, Evelina.” 
 
    She shudders out her next breath, and it’s clear she’s trying to regain some of her composure, but I don’t offer her any comfort or reprieve. My actions here are like a fucking act of kindness compared to what the boss’ men would do to her. 
 
    “The more you divulge to me here, the better it will be for you when we get to Kazan city,” I tell her, watching closely to see if she has any idea just what I’m dragging her into, but Evelina’s expression doesn’t waver.  
 
    I feel the plane begin its descent for our first landing, and I sneer at her. “You haven’t got a fucking clue.” 
 
    I turn the knife and swiftly cut a deeper slice into the skin just above her breast. She cries out in pain and struggles, and as I release her, she sinks to the floor, crying and clutching at her chest. 
 
    Shaking my head, I walk back to my seat. We still have time before arriving in Russia for secrets and blood to be spilled. Evelina will talk, I just need to be more persuasive. Her broken cries fill the cabin, but she won’t find solace here with me. 
 
    Barely ten minutes after landing in Brussels, we are heading to board another plane, which will take us over Germany to Erfurt where we’ll change again. To be sure of her silence, I gag Evelina before pushing her across the landing strip to the next aircraft with my hand secured around one of her bound wrists. She stumbles but doesn’t fall as my hold keeps her upright. I squeeze a silent warning to be more careful, increasing the pressure until she lets out a muffled whimper of pain and looks at me, actually fucking acknowledging me. 
 
    I move closer behind her, “You better start behaving yourself, Evelina. Just because I’m not Maksim, it doesn’t mean you’ll get away with acting like a fucking brat. If you keep pushing me, I won’t hesitate to punish you for it. You’ve gotten off light so far, little slave, keep fucking testing me and see what it gets you.” 
 
    Evelina once again flinches when Maksim’s name leaves my lips, and I smirk at her reaction, not because I enjoy it, but because she just showed me how to break her. Maksim didn’t quite extinguish the fight in her, but it was a very close thing. He left her on the precipice, and so close to shattering it won’t take much to destroy Evelina entirely. 
 
    The video feed from the house runs through my mind, and looking at the girl now cowering at Maksim’s name, I know exactly what I have to do. When we’re finally on the plane, and the doors sealed shut, I pin Evelina against the cabin wall. Holding her wrists tightly in one hand, I swiftly untie the knots. 
 
    “Put your hands behind your back and hold them still. If you fight me, I’ll bind them tight enough to turn your fingers blue,” I warn her. 
 
    Once her wrists are free, Evelina rotates them before placing them as I asked. I secure the rope firmly around them, but not tight enough to restrict circulation. Removing my tie, I place it over her eyes, and she shakes her head, trying to plead with me from around the gag. But I ignore her pleas and tightening it, I make sure she can’t see a thing. 
 
    “Do you know the meaning of your name, Evelina?” I say, drawing out her name, rolling it around my tongue. 
 
    “Light and life. So when a beautiful young woman shines so brightly with both, and has a name like yours, it makes monsters like Maksim…like me, want to steal it away. It’s time to go back into the darkness. Maybe then, you’ll learn your place.”
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    I’m blind to my surroundings. He’s covered my eyes and shut me in the darkness again. My heart is pounding, and although I know it’s not truly dark, the loss of sight causes unwanted memories to resurface.  
 
    Pitch blackness surrounds me. I don’t know how long I’ve been here, but my throat is dry and scratchy, and I can’t scream anymore. It hurts too much. I want my mum, and I want to go home. I don’t know where I am, or how I got here. I can feel the tears running down my face, dripping onto my hands. It’s cold, and I’m not wearing any clothes. I’m sitting with my arms wrapped around my legs, and my head on my knees. I don’t understand what’s happening. 
 
    “Please, someone help me,” I whisper hoarsely into the darkness. 
 
    A loud clang makes me jump, and I let out a faint cry of relief. Someone has come to rescue me! A man’s voice speaks nearby, but I can’t tell how close he is to me or understand what he’s saying. 
 
    “Please, let me out of here. I’m scared,” I sob, reaching a hand out to find the man . 
 
    My heart stops when the door shuts, and the already cold room seems to lose a few more degrees. I can’t see, but I can hear the man’s deep breaths mixed with my terrified pants, telling me that I’m not alone in here. 
 
    “Who are you?” I ask, and my voice sounds so small. 
 
    He doesn’t answer, but the sinister chuckle that reaches my ears, sends chills right down to the depths of my soul. A hand brushes my face, and I flinch, shrinking away from the unfamiliar touch. The hand grabs my hair, pulling it back so my head is tilted up, and I know I’m facing the man, but all I see is the black nothingness, which surrounds us. I let out a ragged scream when his other hand grips my small breast, squeezing and pinching the nipple, before moving downward to stop between my thighs. 
 
    “What are you doing?” My voice is small. Afraid. 
 
    Rough fingers probe my entrance before pushing inside. 
 
    “Noooo, stop! It hurts!” I cry out. 
 
    If I wasn’t already blinded by the lack of light, the pain of feeling his fingers entering me like that would have surely robbed me of my vision. I’m crying even harder now, the tears are streaming down my face in a river of pain, terror, and confusion. I let out a shaky breath of relief when he pulls them out, but then I hear the sound of a zipper, and my eyebrows pull together. I’m dragged backward to the floor by my hair, and I’m pinned with a hand at my throat. 
 
    I can’t move. I try to hit the man holding me down, but he grabs my wrists, releasing his grip on my throat. Hot breath blows against my face, and I cringe. Then something touches me and I freeze…a sob escapes me. What is he doing? I feel a pressure as he pushes something big, warm, and hard into me down there, and it feels like I’m being ripped in two. The horror of what he’s doing is too much to bear as he brutally plunges the hard thing in and out of me, over and over again. My screams and pleas for him to stop, echo around the small room but are ignored.  
 
    When he finally pulls it out all the way, something spurts all over me, covering my skin and leaving me wet and sticky. I curl into a ball and start crying weakly, praying for the darkness to swallow me up. The door clangs again, but I can’t move, the pain is holding me captive. A faint light seeps in as another door is opened. I see my prison for the first time as well as the face of the man who has stolen me away from everything I know. 
 
    My new captor’s voice cuts across the past, asking me a question and pulling me back into the present and away from the horrifying memory of when my virginity was raped from me. I don’t want to answer him. If I open the gates and start talking about what happened, I fear I won’t stop. I’m afraid of drowning in the horrors I thought I had escaped. But true escape will never be possible with the nightmares, and the threat of flashbacks lurking on the fringes of my mind. Every night they slip into my subconscious, making the thought of sleep unbearable, and the thought of staying awake, a nightmare. I’d rather face the future and the pain which lies ahead, making new memories of evil, than relive the ones where Maksim features front and center. 
 
    “Tell me, what else did he do to you?” I hear his voice in my ear, and he tugs the material from my mouth, so I can answer. 
 
    I hiss when he cuts my skin with the knife again. I don’t know how much longer I can hold out, or if, in resisting, I’ll end up as a painted canvas of tiny cuts. I want him to stop, but I can’t bring myself to respond to the questions he’s asking. I don’t understand why he wants to know these things; what possible information does he expect me to have when I spent so much time in the cell. 
 
    I feel him drag the knife across my skin, lightly enough that it doesn’t pierce the flesh, but firmly enough for me to be aware of the threat he’s promising. 
 
    His breath on my neck makes me jump, the cold power in his voice gives me chills, and yet the heat of his body near mine confuses my senses. I can’t focus. I desperately want him to take off the blindfold, but I know better than to ask. I want to tell him I don’t know anything worth sharing… that the only things I remember are the lonely darkness and terrifying pain of being used as a vessel for pleasure. I would only be granted a temporary semblance of freedom when Maksim was having one of his parties and wanted entertainment. On those occasions, I’d spend the whole time wishing I was still downstairs, alone and cold in the pitch-black darkness. 
 
    “Please,” I beg, knowing the word is an empty plea that will be ignored, but still I foolishly try. 
 
    He doesn’t answer, and I let out a hiss when I feel the tip of the knife prick into the skin on my thigh. 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me?” My voice shakes with unconcealed fear. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” I cry out when he presses harder on the blade, and I can feel the trickle of blood run slowly down my leg. 
 
    “I’m doing this because I need information only you can tell me, and because I’m enjoying the sight of you trembling and helpless while I make you bleed,” he finally answers, and I can hear the barely restrained desire lurking beneath his words. 
 
    He moves closer, and the fabric of his suit as it brushes against my exposed and broken skin, makes the fresh cuts burn. I gasp when I feel the unmistakable press of an erection against my body. 
 
    “Are you going to speak, or am I going to have to get more creative in how I extract my answers from your pretty little mouth?” The undisguised lust in his voice, sending chills of terror mixed with unwanted desire throughout my body. 
 
    “Sometimes, he’d take me from the cell to attend his parties as entertainment for his guests,” I admit bitterly, wishing he would move away from me. 
 
    My silent plea is ignored when he pushes closer, and I can’t stop the sob that leaves my lips at the contact. I’m breaking apart in front of him, and even though I can’t see his face, I know he doesn’t intend to ease the fear that’s coursing through my blood like acid. He wants the tears, the pain, and the terror he’s eliciting from me. But something else is also struggling to escape from me… I tamper it down, not wanting to face the shame of how I’ve been conditioned to feel. 
 
    The plane tilts sharply, and suddenly we are falling, but I can’t see or reach out to stop myself, and I let out a terrified scream. A hand grabs me, halting my descent, and I’m pulled into a hard body, but I can’t escape the sensation of plunging, or the fear that we’re plummeting to our death. It doesn’t stop, and my heart is pounding; the pulse in my neck is thrumming wildly. 
 
    The floor of the plane shakes and jolts beneath us before coming to a sudden halt, and I would’ve overbalanced on my already unsteady feet if I weren’t being held so tightly. 
 
    “We’ve landed,” he says quietly, but makes no move to release me from his grip. 
 
    Our bodies are flush against each other’s. I can feel his warm breath on my face, and my heart stutters in my chest while I wait for him to let go. There’s a silent pause as we simply stay in that position, and his slow breathing versus my hurried pants are the only sounds filling the cabin around us. My breath hitches when I feel him move closer. 
 
    The noise of the pressurized cabin door being opened, startles me, making me jump, and he hurriedly pushes me away. I can’t help the tiny bubble of hurt rising in my throat even though it’s unjustified, and I shouldn’t be feeling such a thing. 
 
    A new voice with a thick accent fills the air, “Welcome to Łódź, panie Solokov. The next plane is ready for you to board.”
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    I want to shoot the ubludok who interrupted us. Not because he prevented something from happening that I shouldn’t have been about to do, but for daring to utter my fucking name in front of Evelina. I silence him with a glare and refocus my attention on my prisoner who is standing frozen in place. I pull the tie from her eyes and push her ahead of me. We’re nearly at our final destination. We have only two more flights to take, and then I’ll be escorting her to the mansion where the boss is waiting for our arrival. Time is running out. 
 
    The new plane is almost identical to the last: simple with minimal décor, but comfortable. I push Evelina into one of the seats as the pilot closes the door and leaves us to take his place in the cockpit. I pull all of the curtains on the windows closed, so the only illumination is the faint lighting above each of the seats, and I stalk towards Evelina who is watching me closely, her brown eyes wide and wary. She should be wary of me, I’m not going to go easy on her. I need information, and I’m prepared to do whatever I must to extract it from her. 
 
    As I draw closer, Evelina tries to shrink away as though hoping the seat will swallow her up and keep her safe from me. The door to the cell I first found her in didn’t stop me from reaching her; the distance she put between us when she escaped from me didn’t keep me from locating and dragging her back into our world; and her pitiful attempts here to elude me will not prevent me from recapturing her. The longest stretch of our journey is ahead of us, but even so I need to work faster and smarter if I’m going to get the answers I'm searching for. 
 
    I pin her to the seat by her throat, forcing her to look at me. She desperately tries to struggle, but when I give a warning squeeze, the fight leaves her body. Evelina stares up at me, and I can see the resigned look in her eyes. Those eyes of hers fucking catch me, and I have to fight the urge to let myself sink into the warm, brown depths. Straightening my back, I harden myself to what I must do. 
 
    No more games. No more fucking around. No more chances. Evelina is going to talk, and it needs to be now. If she still hasn’t divulged any useful information before we land, there’ll be nothing left for me to do except hand her over to the boss’ men and let them work on her instead. But maybe, if she gives me enough, I can save her from a fate she’ll definitely not survive. In the event I’m the one to end her life, I’d not only be doing her a fucking favor, but I’ll also be able to fix some of the damage she caused when she fucking ran from me back in England. 
 
    “Now...Tell me more about Maksim’s parties. Who was there? What did they look like?” I snarl, squeezing once before releasing my grip. 
 
    Evelina gasps, and my hands grab for her wrists, pinning them above her head. I narrow my eyes at her continued hesitation. 
 
    “You will either speak to me here and now, or when we land, I’ll pass you over to my boss’ men, and they will question you instead. Listen to me. You won’t want what they have planned for you if I fail to deliver, to my boss, your secrets on a silver fucking platter. Their methods will make what I’ve done to you so far seem like a pleasant dream.” 
 
    Evelina’s indrawn breath rasps in her throat, and I clench my teeth, waiting. When she doesn’t respond, my last thread of patience breaks. 
 
    “Have it your way then,” I snap, dragging Evelina to the floor by her wrists, where her knees hit the carpet with a soft thud. Using the long ends of the rope, I lift Evelina’s arms above her head until she’s on her knees in an upright position with her body stretched out. I shove my tie into her mouth, gagging her with the soft material, and swiftly unbuckle and remove my belt one handed. Holding the buckle in my hand, I wrap the leather strap once around my fist to ensure a better grip, and I edge over to one side of Evelina to give myself more room to maneuver. I don’t warn her when I’m about to begin; I simply land the first stroke across the back of her bare thighs with a crack. 
 
    The muffled scream that escapes her lips makes my cock twitch in my pants. I ignore it, and laying another slap of leather across her asscheeks, I clench my teeth together when her high pitched yelp reaches my ears. I swing again, harder this time, and the belt snaps sharply against the tender skin between her ass and thighs, just below her little sleep shorts. Evelina’s howl beneath the gag is like fucking music to my ears as it echoes around the cabin of the plane. Her back is arched, and I can see the tears streaming down her face. The agony etched all over her delicate features and the graceful arch of her body have my cock straining for a taste of her. 
 
    White-hot anger at myself for allowing her to escape, her stubborn bravery under my questioning, and this whole fucked up situation blinds me until I can see and feel nothing but the leather and rope in my hands. It’s not until she slumps down as far as the taut rope allows and my muscles begin to burn that the fog starts to lift, and I’m finally able to stop. 
 
    I tear the material from her mouth, and soft sobs fill the air around us. Then I lower the rope attached to her wrists and watch as Evelina hunches over into a ball at my feet, weeping with her hands covering her face. I’m breathing hard, and the red haze obscuring my reasoning is starting to ebb, but I’m not sorry for hurting her. I’ve no time for mercy, and Evelina will receive none when I hand her over. 
 
    I find myself drawn to the glimmer of light that glows in Evelina’s eyes, and I’m desperate to drag her into the darkness I reside in. But what I want doesn’t matter. My own light dimmed a long time ago, and it will never be rekindled. We’re more alike than she’ll ever know, but I’d sooner shoot her than admit to how much we share in common. I walk away, leaving Evelina shattered on the floor. Ignoring the way my gut clenches at what I’ve done, I take a seat and close my eyes, letting the sound of her pain echo around us, lulling me into a light sleep.
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    Sokolov. So that's his name, but knowing it doesn't help me. Even if I were to escape now and go to the police, I know it wouldn't make a difference. Money speaks volumes, and it's clear he or his employer, at least, isn't lacking in it. The private flights without needing passport checks, and the speed with which we’re changing from plane to plane, all screams of wealth even without his obvious ties to Maksim. 
 
    I bring my knees to my chest and close my eyes, letting my thoughts carry me back home. I'm sure my mum has discovered I'm missing by now, and it hurts my heart to know she’ll have to go through the pain of losing me again. Even if I never return, I’ll cherish the short time we spent together when we were reunited after being apart for so long. I missed her so much; I miss her now. The ache in my chest increases with the heartbreaking knowledge I'll probably never see her again. Not this time around. 
 
    A low groan reaches my ears, and I open my eyes, meeting the hard, assessing gaze of Sokolov who is staring at me from across the plane. I look away, not wanting to face him after the way he hurt me. When I fled from Maksim’s mansion, I thought the pain and suffering would be over. I couldn't have been more foolish or more wrong. This isn't over. Not by a long shot, but all I can do is pray my ending will be swift. 
 
    “Have you reconsidered your decision to remain obstinately silent, and finally give me what I want? Tick-tock, Evelina, we’ll be landing in my country soon, and you still haven’t told me anything of substance.” His voice is husky with sleep, but the threat in his tone is deafeningly clear. 
 
    I refuse to look at his face, avoiding the hard way he’s scrutinizing every minute expression and movement I make. I’m torn between ending this now by telling him everything and holding my tongue like I was taught. Pain and darkness have been a part of my life for so long now we are less like strangers and more like family. I was forced into this life by Maksim, and his inescapable hold over my mind and body didn’t end with his death. I loathed everything about him and what he put me through, but I can’t prevent or smother his effect on my psyche, still controlling me even now. 
 
    The anger radiating from him fills the silence and the cabin, and I can’t ignore the fact that I’m the cause. Agony floods my nervous system when I’m pulled out of my seat by my hair and thrown to the floor. Before I have time to get my bearings or try to move, I’m pinned with my arms pulled above my head, again. He grabs my bound wrists and straddles me, holding me to the floor of the plane with his heavy body. I close my eyes, turning my head away from him. 
 
    “Get this through your pretty little head, Evelina. I’m not a good man, but there are many who are worse than me… and some who could even make a man like Maksim seem fucking human. They work for my boss, and I’ve been ordered to hand you over to them. I can promise you’ll be begging for death by the time they’ve finished with you,” he snarls, his breath hot in my ear. 
 
    I’m trembling beneath him, and the weight of his body holds me captive, robbing me of my ability to move. My breath catches when I feel his cock dig into my stomach, and my eyes fly open, latching onto his face. His eyes are nearly black, and the heat and fury emanating from them, stirs the fear already brewing in my stomach. 
 
    His eyes tell me he wants me, and so does his body, but his expression is deadly serious, and I know the anger far outweighs the lust. 
 
    The plane banks slightly, and the look on his face changes. The new, unfamiliar expression scaring me more than any he's already directed at me. I gulp, and his eyes cloud over for a split second before he grins at me. 
 
    “Time's up,” he says simply before crashing his mouth down over mine. 
 
    Surprise makes me gasp, and he doesn't hesitate to claim my mouth even further, tangling his tongue with mine. I can't stop him from taking this from me, and a small part of me doesn't want to. My skin is burning, and I lose track of time as I remain powerless beneath his lips and body. When the plane bumps against the runway on landing, he pulls away, leaving me breathless, confused, and shamefully aroused. 
 
    He rises, and gets to his feet, reaching down to pull me upright. In my kiss-drunk and helplessly bound state, I probably wouldn’t have managed it by myself. I flash him a tiny smile of thanks, and he scoffs, shaking his head at me. After straightening his suit he moves over to the door of the plane, waiting, I assume, for the airport attendant to come and open it. 
 
    Fear sends icy prickles through my blood, and I shiver not knowing what awaits us on the other side of the door. The curtains are still closed, but the lack of light peeking round the sides of the material, suggests it’s nighttime where we are. The handle turns and the cabin door is pulled open as I just stand there staring, immobilized by fear.
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    The door is open, and I blink in surprise when I see Pavlo standing on the other side, looking windswept, but with his usual cocky grin in place. Fucking great. 
 
    “Luka! I’ve been waiting ages for you to arrive. I hope your journey wasn’t too rough? It took you fucking long enough. I’ll never understand why you insisted on taking so many different flights to get here…” He tapers off, his attention no doubt drawn to the beautiful young woman standing behind me. 
 
    I glance over my shoulder in time to see her eyebrows pinch together in confusion, and then the flush, which had so recently filled her cheeks, drains from her face as fear steals the blood from them. She probably thinks he’s either my boss, or one of her men. She wouldn’t be wrong about the latter, but not in the way I’m sure she’s assuming right now. Evelina is rooted in place, and I have to give her credit for remaining where I left her and not cowering. It seems she’s learning what’s expected of her, not that it’ll do her much good. 
 
    The sky is black, and clouds are hanging low, obscuring the stars, but in the distance the lights of one of my favorite cities pierce through the darkness. I can make out the familiar shape of the buildings, and the air smells exactly as I remember it. I don’t halt the smile that spreads across my face, and I grin at Pavlo who has finally stopped staring at Evelina. He aims a knowing look at me, and I shake my head and snort quietly. 
 
      
 
    “No, I haven’t. But trust me, the thought has certainly crossed my mind, especially with her so bound, pretty, and at my mercy,” I say to him… the words of my native language rolling off my tongue as I switch over mid-sentence. 
 
    Pavlo’s eyes widen in surprise, but he masks it quickly, laughing as he says, “That's unusual for you. Normally the pretty ones don’t stand a chance when you’ve caught them in your sights.” 
 
    “Evelina is not like the others. She’s too fucking broken for what I would like to do to her. Although something tells me the little suka would enjoy it.” I smirk, using the insult to play down my attraction to her, then shrug. “Maksim did a fucking number on her. She won’t talk, and I’m almost out of time.” 
 
    His face darkens, and his eyes don’t leave Evelina when he opens his mouth and says, “How about I try and persuade her to talk?” 
 
    I hesitate and glance over at Evelina, taking in her rigid posture, her wide and frightened eyes, and the slight tremble that shakes through her petite body. 
 
    “You have an hour. Do it, but don’t fuck her… and don’t ruin her,” I say as I exit the plane, and pulling out a pack of cigarettes from my jacket, I head down the steps to the runway. 
 
    It’s been too fucking long since I had one of these, and fuck, it’s just what I need. I ignore the sound of Pavlo’s voice, and the whimpers, cries, and muffled screams coming from the plane behind me. A flicker of guilt threatens to blossom in my mind, but I tamper it down, knowing that Pavlo won’t go too far although he’s effective at what he does. Evelina has left me with few options and no fucking time. The next plane leaves soon, and it’ll only take an hour to fly to the last stop on our route. 
 
    I don’t need to see what he’s doing, and I don’t know whether I can stand and watch him be the one to hurt her, instead of me. If Pavlo can’t get the answers we desperately need, then I’ll either have to step up my game and really fucking hurt Evelina, or just hand her over. I may be a fully fledged asshole, but even I don’t want her to go through whatever the boss has planned, and I have no control over her men even though I might be above them in rank. My own brutality is a fucking art form whereas they have no boundaries and simply tear their victims to shreds.  
 
    The desire to make her bleed and cry so prettily for me again, runs rampant through my veins, but I’m not sure I’ll be able to hold back next time. 
 
    “Luka!” Pavlo’s voice breaks through my thoughts, and turning, I drop the end of the cigarette on the ground, crushing it beneath my shoe. 
 
    “Pavlo?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    He shakes his head and looks behind him. Dashing back up the stairs and past him, I look into the cabin. Evelina is curled up on the floor, her arms are covered in welts, her face is a mess of tears, and I have to bite back the anger when I see her rough state: her reddened cheeks, and bloody lips where she’s bitten them. I want to be the only one to touch her, but I know that’ll never be the case. I initially thought he may have killed her when I saw the contemplative, anxious look on Pavlo’s face when he glanced back at the plane. I don’t know what he did, and I’m not going to ask, but apart from scaring the shit out of her, and the marks on her arms, which are probably from his belt, she’s unharmed. 
 
    I walk over to her, and she flinches when I bend down to pull her to her feet. There is still a remnant of fire in her eyes, indicating her refusal to give in, and I’m not sure if I can bring myself to be the one to extinguish it. I sigh, raking my fingers through my hair. 
 
    “No more chances, I’m taking you to the boss. You could have made this so much easier for yourself. Her men can fucking have you now… you’ve left me no choice.” 
 
    Evelina sucks in a breath, “No, don’t give me to them. Please, don’t do this.” 
 
    I shake my head but don’t answer. Instead, I grab the rope between her wrists and drag her stumbling form across the airfield to where the final plane is waiting for us to board. Pavlo is already seated when we get there, so I shove Evelina through the door. When she falls, he moves to help her up, but I send a threatening glare his way, and he stops, sits back down, and looks out of the window. I shut the door and the plane shakes and judders slightly as the pilot starts the engine. After a few moments we are in the air and on our way to Kazan. The final stop, and where the boss is waiting for us. 
 
    Rounding on Evelina who is still sprawled on the floor of the plane, I feel my need to follow orders warring with something else. Stamping it down, I narrow my eyes on her, but when I see the frightened gaze she’s leveling at Pavlo, I hesitate. Smothering the prickle of guilt inside me at the thought of leaving her there on the floor, I take a seat. Out of the corner of my eye I see the way he’s watching her, tracking every little movement she makes. Fuck, I wish he wasn’t traveling with us, I can’t fucking focus with Pavlo in here. 
 
    I can’t concentrate, and unease filters through the haze clouding my mind. I’m not sure if I can inflict the pain and terror necessary to rattle Evelina, and to shatter whatever walls she’s put up to protect herself from Maksim. I’m second guessing myself. I don’t know if it’s Pavlo’s presence, or if it’s simply Evelina. I’m drawn to her, and I can’t figure out what I want to do most: hurt her, fuck her, or kill her. All I do know is one way or another, I want her for myself.
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    Pavlo is on the new plane with us, and even though he didn’t really hurt me, some of the things he said chilled me more than anything I’ve experienced since I was dragged from the cell at Maksim’s. I can tell, underneath his unassuming, calm exterior, lives a monster who is more lethal than he leads everyone to believe. Although I suspect Luka, as I’ve now learned my captor’s name to be, is more than fully aware of the hidden malicious streak lurking within Pavlo. The friendly welcome and tone Pavlo used to address him speaks of a deeper bond between these two than just colleagues.  
 
    A short time spent in his presence was enough to break me to the point where I almost spilled all of the sordid, terrible things I’d suffered at the hands of Maksim, his friends, and his business associates. More importantly I nearly told Pavlo details of the secret business dealings I’d overheard while forced to be in their company. I spent most of my time being used and degraded by them, but I wasn’t blind or unaware of the goings on at Maksim’s little get togethers… I witnessed and bled through enough of them. 
 
    Burying the painful memories, I turn to face Luka who is staring at me with a strange look on his face. Something flashes in his eyes: a flicker of an emotion, which is quickly stifled and erased too fast for me to figure out. 
 
    Luka takes a seat, but the cabin slowly fills with the tension that’s rolling off him in waves, seeping into all the gaps and making it difficult to breathe. I don’t know whether it’s because of me or Pavlo, and I’m not sure I want to find out. The last stretch of the journey seems to drag on forever, and Luka doesn’t approach me at all during the whole flight. I’m uncertain whether I should feel relief or fear that he’s left me alone, but having managed to drag myself to a seat, his eyes never leave me the entire time. 
 
    When we finally touchdown I don’t move, I remain in my seat, staring out of the window and into the darkness, trying to make out something, anything, about where we have landed. I feel a presence at my back and fear skitters down my spine. A gentle hand brushes my hair from my neck, but before I’m able to turn and see who it is, I feel a prick against my skin. I whip my head around and see Luka walking away from me with a hypodermic in his hand. 
 
    Suspicion and unease creep their way into my blood, curdling in my veins until gradually I feel myself grow heavy and sluggish as whatever he injected into me, begins to take hold. The last thing I see before I lose myself to darkness are the lecherous eyes of Pavlo watching me, a sinister smile playing on his lips. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    When I open my eyes, everything is blurred, and the shapes in front of me are fuzzy and out of focus as if I’m looking through a frosted window. My head is pounding, and when I reach up to rub it, I realize I can’t move. Fear and adrenaline pulse through my blood, bringing everything into sharp, clear focus. I’m in a barren room with cold concrete flooring, painfully hard beneath my knees, and my wrists are bound with rope; a length of which has been twisted through a metal hoop that’s buried in the floor. I can move, but not very far, and the door is completely out of reach. 
 
    Whipping my head around, I search for him, my frantic eyes looking for something familiar in this strange place. I’m alone. I catch sight of a surveillance camera high up near the ceiling, in the corner of the room, and it’s trained directly on me. The small light next to the lens is glowing red, recording. Then, the lights go out. Letting out a high-pitched scream, I pull at the restraints holding my arms. Ragged sobs break free when the rope pinches the skin of my wrists, but I don’t stop struggling, twisting, and trying to free myself. Even when the ropes rub against my raw skin, burning and cutting into me, I don’t give up, not until I feel the first trickles of blood start to run down my arms. 
 
    When I escaped the cell in Maksim’s mansion, I thought I would never have to go through this again. I should have realized that once the monsters have staked their claim, they will never let you free. Tasting freedom for the first time, after so many years, only to be snatched away and imprisoned again is the worst form of torture anyone can live through. 
 
    The last of my resolve is shattering into fragments, and there is nothing I can do to stop it. I’m breaking. I don’t know if I’ll be able to survive this again. All I can do is try to protect the small ray of hope, flickering in my heart. The desperate hope I won’t have to spend another four years as a plaything for monsters. 
 
    Despair sends the first wave of tears down my cheeks, and through my tears I search out the light of the camera, which is still staring at me like an eerie red eye, peeking through the darkness. I don’t know who is on the other side of the camera, watching my fruitless attempts to free myself, but no doubt they’re reveling in the tears flowing freely down my face, and the sobs wracking through my body. 
 
    I’m so tired of this. I’m exhausted by this endless nightmare, which is a constant in my waking life and forever encroaching on my dreams. 
 
    “HELP ME!” I scream into the darkness before I dissolve into broken sobs. 
 
    There is nothing but blackness surrounding me, and no one to keep me company except within my own distorted memories. The cold concrete floor I’m awkwardly curled up on presses uncomfortably against me, sapping the last vestiges of warmth from my earlier struggles. 
 
    “Help me,” I whisper. My tear-filled eyes fix on the camera as the burning plea that echoes in my mind, escapes from my lips.
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    Guilt is an emotion I very rarely give credence to, but right at this moment, I feel it in abundance. Seeing Evelina breaking on the screen at Maksim’s, and now having handed her over to the boss’ men, knowing I’m partially to blame for what happens to her here, will probably haunt me forever. 
 
    “In spite of your initial, appalling handling of the situation, you’ve done well. Did you manage to extract any intel from the girl before you brought her to me?” The smooth, cold voice of my boss washes over me. 
 
    “Ma’am, I did as you asked, but the girl was reticent and wouldn’t respond to my interrogation,” I answer, not able to keep the annoyance out of my tone, as I tear my eyes away from the screen in front of me to look up at her. 
 
    “Well, for her sake, let’s hope my men have more success. You’re welcome to observe their questioning. Usually you’re an accomplished interrogator, but in this case it seems not to be the case,” she says with a strong hint of disapproval seeping through her words. 
 
    I’ve worked for Tatiana for eight years, and when riled, her anger sets even the hardest of men trembling. Her smooth demeanor barely conceals how cold, calculating, and intelligent she is, and her position at the head of her organization will never be usurped. Any fool daring to try would end up in an unmarked, shallow grave, after her men had finished playing with them of course. 
 
    I’ve seen enough to know I’ll never be able to make amends for what I’ve done. Standing, I follow her out of the room, down the hallway, and into her office. No doubt this is where I should’ve come to first, but the draw to Evelina led me astray. Tamping down the guilt until it settles uncomfortably in my gut, I push aside all thoughts of the beautiful girl I’ve thrown to the wolves and focus on what will happen next. 
 
    Walking into Tatiana’s office, I come to a sudden halt when I see two men standing there with their arms crossed and grins on their faces that turn my stomach. I know exactly why they’re here, and that knowledge sends the guilt bubbling back to the surface. My own fucking weakness held me back, and Evelina is going to pay the ultimate price for my hesitation. 
 
    Tatiana doesn’t react to their presence; she simply walks around her desk and takes a seat. But the look in her eyes tells me she noticed my reaction to them, and I realize I’ve made things ten times worse than they were before. Evelina is not only going to suffer for her continued silence by being brutally interrogated for any and all information on Maksim and his associates she can give. She’s also going to be punished for her attempt to escape, for my failure in letting her and then not bringing her into line after her recapture, and now for my reaction to her impending fate. 
 
    “Wesley, Bernardo, you know what you need to do. Whatever means necessary. Oh, and the girl needn’t remain unharmed,” she addresses them, the corner of her mouth tilts upwards, and her eyes don’t leave mine the entire time. 
 
    Fuck. I’ve heard of these two, and I know what these men are like. Even if Evelina does talk, it won’t stop them from continuing whatever sick games fuel them. I glare at the one nearest to me who doesn’t bother to hide the excited smirk spreading across his features. I don’t give a fuck. There’s no point now in hiding the fact I want Evelina, they already know it. 
 
    The click of the door shutting behind them seems to echo around the office, and I know it’s only a matter of time before they reach the room where Evelina is being held. 
 
    “You had your chance, Luka, and you failed to deliver anything more than the girl. Your first mistake was letting her escape you in England. The second mistake was not gleaning any intel from her when you were on your way here. The third, well, it’s written all over your face. Her punishment is about to begin, and yours will be to watch as they slowly destroy the remnants of her light.” Tatiana laughs, and rises from her chair. Standing, her heels give her enough height to meet my gaze head on. 
 
    “Enter,” she calls out, and Pavlo walks into the room. 
 
    Fucking traitor, that’s how they know everything; it’s written all over his face. I’m aware he didn’t make any promises to keep our interaction a secret, but he clearly didn’t bother to hide it. I bet the fucking ubludok squealed as soon as he sent me the intel on Evelina back in England. That’s why he was in Moscow only I was too fucking distracted by Evelina to question his presence there. I’ll kill him the first chance I get. 
 
    I straighten up, glancing away from him toward Tatiana whose expression is cool, almost impassive, as she watches. 
 
    “Luka, you…” he starts, but my fist flies at him, slamming into his jaw, and Pavlo grunts at the impact. 
 
    Ignoring a groaning Pavlo, and the feel of Tatiana’s eyes on my back, I storm out of the office and aim for the room with the security cameras where I can watch Evelina. Before I can reach it, I’m blindsided by a blow to the side of the head, and just before everything goes dark, I realize it’s one of those fuckers from Tatiana’s office. 
 
    When I come round, I’m alone in an empty room similar to the one Evelina is being kept in. The only differences are the chair I’m sitting on, which has been fixed to the floor, and the small, black screen in front of me. The screen flickers and comes to life, and I can see Evelina, crying and helpless in the dark, waiting for her fate. I wrench at the ropes, fastening me in place to the frame of the chair, and I growl in frustration while I fight to break myself free. 
 
    All I can do is stare furiously at the screen in front of me, watching as the door to Evelina’s room opens. When Wesley and Bernardo walk into the room, my blood turns to fucking ice in my veins. Wesley smirks up at the camera, and I can’t stop the animalistic roar of fury, which escapes from me and bounces around the small room, mixing with the screams that start to flood through the speakers. 
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    Darkness and pain seem to be the only constant in my life, and I can feel myself losing my ability to see a light at the end of it all. Right now, there’s nothing but the endless stretch of black in front of me, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to see a way out of it. The sounds of a bolt being drawn and a key turning, draw my attention to where the door must be, and I squint my eyes in the direction the noises are coming from. 
 
    It opens, scraping over the floor, and light pours through. It’s blinding after the suffocating darkness, but I welcome the burn in my eyes as I greedily soak it up. Momentarily distracted, I don’t notice the two figures standing in the doorway until one of them moves into the room. The casual way he saunters toward me tells me he’s not here to rescue me, and I shrink away from him as far as the length of rope will allow. 
 
    The man laughs at my feeble attempt to back away from him, and when he crouches down to look at me, I turn my head to focus on the camera instead. A rough hand grips my jaw, forcing me to look up at him. The shadows cast over his face don't quite mask the evil I can see in his expression, and the lecherous grin aimed at me as he looks me up and down, makes nausea bubble in my stomach. This man is going to hurt me, and the other will either look on or join in.  
 
    Bound and helpless to do anything but wait and watch the man directly in front of me, I’m entirely at his mercy. Out of nowhere I think of Luka, and I wonder whether these are the men he spoke of, and all I can do is wish for him instead of them. Luka may have scared me, hurt me, and even threatened my life, but he didn't have that aura of cruelty, which seeps from these two men. 
 
    The second man enters the room and walks over to us, and the first man releases my face, drawing himself up to his full height. The door is open, and the bulb throwing light into the room from behind them sends shadows dancing over my body as the men tower over me. I want to cower away from their overwhelming presence, but I’m being held in place by the rope and by fear, which is keeping me just as much a prisoner. 
 
    The first man, lifts his foot and brings it down on mine, and I can feel the bones scream as the physical sound of it leaves my throat. I try to roll away, and the second man kicks me, winding me for a moment and knocking me onto my back. 
 
    They look at each other, and the first man speaks at last, “Bernardo, hold her. It’s time for me to have some fun.” 
 
    He draws a knife, and presses the tip of the blade to my thigh, hooking it under my shorts. 
 
    I whimper, “No, please. Don’t do this, no, no, no.” 
 
    He nods to Bernardo who clamps one of his hands over my mouth while holding me in place with his other hand on my stomach. I continue my pleading even though Bernardo’s hand muffles my voice. He grabs the material of my cotton shorts, slicing through it easily with his knife, and the tip of the blade pricks my skin, shallowly piercing it. Cool air kisses my bare skin, and tears trickle from my eyes at how exposed and so damn vulnerable I am to these two monsters. 
 
    When he stops and stands, Bernardo looks up at him. 
 
    “Wes?” he asks, and I shudder at hearing such an ordinary and unassuming name. 
 
    Wes chuckles, and goes over to the door, watching my face as he pulls it shut. The thud of the door hitting its frame feels like the last beat of my heart, yet I can feel its frantic thumping in my chest from terror. Wes has a predatory glint in his eyes, which are fixed on me the whole time he slinks across the room towards me and kneels down. Before I can blink, a thick strip of coarse material is bound around my eyes submerging me in darkness. 
 
    The muffled wail that vibrates through me is trapped by the hand covering my mouth. The sound of Wes’ and Bernardo’s heavy breaths echo all around the room, and are magnified by the darkness, sounding louder to my ears than when I could see. I try to pull away from Bernardo, but his hands squeeze even tighter, warning me to stay still. I open my mouth to try and bite at his hand, but he digs his nails into my wrists, and the raw skin there burns beneath the sharp pressure. 
 
    Hands touch my legs, and I flinch, my blood turning to ice as they move slowly up my thighs; my heart fucking stops when they touch between them. His foul fingers are at the entrance of my pussy, and I gag against Bernardo’s hand. The darkness, the unwelcome touches, and the threat of violation is too much. 
 
    “Let go of her mouth, I want him to hear her screams,” Wes says, and the sound of his rough, ugly voice sends shudders rippling through me. 
 
    Bernardo releases his hold on my mouth just as one of them, I think probably Wes, pushes his fingers into me, and a high pitched scream bursts from my lungs while he violates me with his filthy fingers. I’m sobbing weakly… unable to do anything more than take what he’s doing to me. 
 
    “You going to talk for us, blyad?” Wes growls, pushing deeper. 
 
    I let out a squeal at the agonizing pressure and the friction as he forces them into my dry and unprepared body. This is unbearable, and I can’t think beyond the pain that dominates me, flooding through my nerve endings and beating at the remnants of my already battered soul. 
 
    “You listening Luka? Hear your blyadscream while I stick my fingers in her cunt,” he shouts, and I suck in a ragged breath at his words. 
 
    Luka? He’s listening to this? If there’s one thing I'm certain about, it's that someone is watching on the other side of that camera… Could it be Luka? I clench my eyes closed. The warring emotions I’m experiencing throw my mind into disarray. The fingers withdraw, and I’m left panting, trying to catch my breath between the sobs that wrack through my entire body and rattle in my soul. The blindfold is removed, and I blink rapidly as my eyes adjust to the sudden brightness. Wes is kneeling between my legs, looking at me with a disgusting smile on his face. 
 
    “Talk!” he barks, and I cringe away, noticing for the first time that Bernardo is no longer holding me. 
 
    I scramble away, curling up into a ball to shield myself from his eyes. He grabs my hair and uses it to pull my head back, so I’m looking up at him once again. 
 
    “Tell us everything you know about Maksim. We don’t care if it’s something as in-fucking-significant as what flavor toothpaste he used. We want it ALL,” Wes orders. 
 
    I flinch at the bite in his tone, feeling some of my hair tear from my scalp at the sharpness of my involuntary action. I want it all to stop, and I don’t know any other way to make that happen apart from giving them what they want. I close my eyes, feeling both of theirs on my body, and my skin crawls. I swallow back the bile in my throat, the acrid taste burning my tongue and making me cough. 
 
    “Now!” Bernardo shouts. 
 
    Even though he lacks the authority Wes seems to wield, it sends a jolt of realization through me. These two men are monsters and while one has all the power, both of them can destroy me.
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    I'm absolutely fucking livid, and I’ve almost done everything but rip my arms out of the sockets in my attempts to get out of this damn chair. I need to get to those bastards, so I can tear them to fucking shreds for touching her. My Evelina. 
 
    Even though they're hurting her, Evelina still doesn't fucking tell them anything, and I'm torn between frustration and admiration for the beautiful, yet fiercely stubborn young woman. 
 
    When I watched the security footage at Maxim’s house, there were blank periods of snow filled space during the times he’d held his get-togethers, so I was unable to glean any new intel when I watched through the footage. I'm no fool, I know what often happened at those little get-togethers, but I also understand that powerful men think themselves omnipotent. Powerful men like to brag, and bragging often carries small seeds of truth within the exaggeration. Evelina, having been present at these events, must have gained a great deal of information that could be invaluable to our organization. 
 
    Names, faces, even the smallest of their lies would give us weapons against them, but right now all I see is Evelina. All I see is the woman I want being touched by hands that aren't mine, by men whose days are now fucking numbered. 
 
    I can't look away from the sight in front of me, and the sounds coming through those speakers will fucking haunt me forever. The whimpers and blood-curdling screams leaving Evelina’s mouth as Wesley violates her body reverberate off the walls of this room, drumming into my skull until I can't hear anything else. 
 
    When I hear my name spoken, I fucking lose it. Desperate to get to them, I focus all my strength on escaping from the chair, bloodying my wrists as the rope twists and cuts into them. The creak of the metal as it bends, and the rattle of bolts as I attempt to use force to get my arms loose with everything I have, spur me on to try harder. The cacophony of Evelina’s cries acts like a shot of adrenaline within my bloodstream, pulsing through me, and feeding the white hot fury that drives me. 
 
    No matter what I do, the chair and the ropes won't fucking give, but I keep fighting against my restraints until I'm a panting, fiery mess of sweat and blood. I can't get out, I can't shut off the screen, I can’t make the gut-wrenching sight of the two men torturing Evelina disappear, and I can't stop them from hurting her. 
 
    I hear the door open behind me, but I don't care enough to turn and see who is standing at the threshold. If I weren't tied to this fucking chair, I'd smash the skull of whoever it is until they're a bloody, unrecognizable mess. They can do whatever the fuck they want to me because I fucking deserve it for handing Evelina over to be fucking tortured like this. Somewhere on the journey here, I started to see her as something more than a toy, more than my fucking prisoner. 
 
    I still want to hurt her, though, to make her cry, so I can lick the tears from her soft, porcelain skin. Nothing has changed regarding my desires, but the final outcome would be the complete antithesis of my original intent to kill her. I no longer want to kill her… I want to claim her for myself. 
 
    A voice speaks, and I grit my teeth as the familiar tone reaches my ears. Fucking Pavlo. 
 
    “Isn't she a stunning sight, Luka?” he says, coming up behind me and placing a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    I jerk away from him. Too fucking angry that after everything we’ve been through, he turned around and stabbed me in the back, the first chance he could. 
 
    “Khuy! Get your damn hands off me, or when I get out of here, I'll remove them both from your wrists and send them to your sister, ” I snarl when he puts his hand back on my shoulder. 
 
    “What the fuck, Luka?!” Pavlo exclaims, and my head jerks to the side when his fist hits my face. 
 
    “You backstabbing pidza. How long did you even wait before you went running to the boss about my fuck-up?” I spit out with a mouthful of blood from where my teeth scraped against my cheek when he hit me. 
 
    Pavlo forces my head up in time for me to see Wesley stand up and slowly lick the fingers that had been inside Evelina. 
 
    “I bet she tastes fucking divine. Maybe when they're done, I should go and see what the fuss is all about,” he whispers in my ear. 
 
    I slam my head into his, and his howl of pain from my skull connecting with his face, brings a fucking smile to mine. 
 
    “If you ever touch her, then your sister will receive your body in fucking pieces,” I threaten, and my voice is low and full of the hate I feel toward him in this moment. 
 
    “Now unless you're here for an actual reason, get the fuck out!” 
 
    Glaring at him, I don't bother to hide how much I want to hurt him, and I fight against the ropes, wanting nothing more than to rip them off and wrap them around his neck. But he doesn't move to leave, he just walks slowly around the chair until he's standing directly in front of me, obscuring my view of Evelina. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking dare mention my sister,” he hisses, slugging me once in the stomach before walking out. 
 
    Whatever happens to me from here on out, I don't fucking care. I just hope I live long enough to get us both out of here. I will Evelina to not give up, but these guys have brutality written into their DNA and unlike Maksim, they won't hold back. They’ll keep going until there is nothing left of her to salvage. 
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    Three days, it’s been three fucking days that I’ve been locked in this room, unable to do anything more than yell at the screen in front of me as Wesley and Bernardo perform their twisted, sordid version of interrogation on Evelina. The ropes binding me have started to cut deeply and are stained and stiff with blood and sweat from my exertions. Pavlo has been back twice, and last time he left in a fury with the makings of a black eye because I head-butted him when he got too close. 
 
    The door opens just as Wesley and Bernardo come into view on the camera feed. Evelina has told them a lot over the past few days, and I’m not sure what else they think they’ll get out of her, or maybe they’re here to finally finish it. 
 
    I turn and see Pavlo walking up to me, a strange look on his face. 
 
    “What the fuck do you want? Unless you’re about to get me out of here, you can fuck off back out that door,” I snap at him, hissing when the ropes dig in as I move. 
 
    I glance back at the screen, but Evelina is obscured by the two men leaning over her, and I can’t make out what they’re doing. Pavlo doesn’t say anything, he draws a knife from its sheath, and I shake my head when I recognize the blade. It’s mine. 
 
    “Fucking typical, going to kill me with my own fucking knife now? Stabbing me in the back and dropping me in this shit wasn’t enough for you was it?” I laugh bitterly. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” Pavlo growls, approaching me with it. 
 
    Surprising me with a move I’m unprepared for, Pavlo starts cutting through the ropes binding me to the chair, and I groan in relief as the pressure instantly eases up. 
 
    “You’re being moved. They’re done with her now. You, however, they’ve decided you’ve not suffered enough for your mistakes,” he informs me, not looking at my face while he works. 
 
    When he’s done, I don’t hesitate; I sucker punch the fucker in the side of the head for double-crossing me, and he goes down, unconscious. He was a fucking fool for thinking that I wouldn’t attempt to escape once the ropes were cut, because after all of this, I’m done following orders and playing along. Pavlo deserves more than that for what he did, and no doubt when they find out he’s let me escape, that’s fucking guaranteed. I’m not sure why he decided to come down here alone to escort me to a new location, but he should’ve known better than to underestimate me when I’m pissed. 
 
    Evelina lets out a shriek, causing all of the hairs on my body to stand on end. The sound of her scream is different from before, and when my gaze snaps up to see what’s happening, my vision turns red at the images on the screen. Wesley is between her legs, and I can tell from the way his body is moving he’s raping her. Bending down, I quickly frisk Pavlo’s body for a weapon, and strike gold when I find my holstered gun on his belt. Stripping the weapon from Pavlo's body, I put the holster on my belt, snatch up my knife, and storm from the room with murder singing in my fucking soul. 
 
    I’m in the basement where all the holding rooms are, and the doors are all closed. Fuck, this is going to take too much time. Kicking each open, I hurriedly search for the right room when the door at the end of the corridor suddenly flies open. 
 
    Bernardo walks out, and I draw my gun I retrieved from Pavlo, flicking off the safety. When he spots me, he pauses, and a filthy, smug look crosses his face. 
 
    “Well, look who it is. Fucking, Luka, come to rescue the little blyad,” he spits with a sneer, “Her screams when we made her bleed were like fucking music, and she tastes even better.” 
 
    “Nu vse, tebepizda!” I snarl, because he’s a fucking dead man walking, and before he can react, I’m in front of him with his shirt in my grip. 
 
    I slam the butt of the gun against his nose, smirking when I hear the crack, and his grunt of pain, right before I put a bullet between his eyes. 
 
    The silencer muffles the shot to a dull thud as the bullet hits him. I watch as he jerks back, and I see the spray of blood from the bullet exit wound splatter over Wesley’s face as he comes to investigate the commotion. I release Bernardo who falls to the floor, blood seeping from the hole I just put in his skull. Anger blinds me when I see Wesley’s open zipper, and I raise the gun, firing a single shot into his groin before I lodge another in his brain. 
 
    It’s not all I wanted to do to them, I wanted to make them suffer for fucking touching Evelina, but time is against me. If I’m to get her out of here, it needs to be now before the rest of Tatiana’s security get down here. Should we get caught, they’ll makes sure what’s left of our lives is a torturous hell before ending them for good. 
 
    “Evelina?” I call out, stepping on the bodies of my enemies as I enter the room where they’ve been keeping her. 
 
    She’s huddled in a corner, her thin arms over her head, and I grind my teeth to bite back the fury, threatening to overtake me when I see the state they’ve left her in. Evelina’s weak sobbing reaches my ears, and I rush over to her, pulling out my knife to cut the ropes still secured around her wrists. She shrinks away from me, her whimpers of fear twist my heart. I’ve done this to her, and I could’ve stopped it from happening if I’d disobeyed orders sooner. 
 
    “I’m so fucking sorry, but you need to come with me. I’m going to get you out of here,” I say quietly, and slide my arms underneath her trembling body before lifting her and holding her to my chest. 
 
     “Luka?” she asks. Her voice is hoarse, and so faint I can barely hear her. 
 
    Her clothes are completely ruined, hanging from her slim body in ragged shreds, and she’s shivering, clutching me tightly as she presses closer to me for warmth. I set her down gently on her feet, and she leans against the doorframe for support. I quickly shed my jacket, and wrapping it around her shoulders, I help her to push her arms through the sleeves. It’s too big, but it’ll give her some of the modesty and warmth that has been robbed from her by those bastards. I almost wish I could kill them again for fucking touching her. I move to pick Evelina up once more, but she shakes her head at me, so I grab her hand to help keep her steady as we leave the room. 
 
    Disgust and pain flash across her face when she recognizes the two men, lying prone on the ground in a pool of blood. When she stomps on the groin of the one closest to her, the small grunt of effort leaving her lips, makes me smile. They’ve dulled her light until it’s barely a flicker, but the fire is still there smoldering inside her, and I want to be the one to fan it back to life. I just need to get us out of here safely. 
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    Monsters shouldn’t have names, they shouldn’t look and act like real people, and most of all they shouldn’t be allowed to live. Wes and Bernardo are dead, and all I can feel is relief at the fact Luka killed them. They’re not coming back. I never thought I’d reach the point where I’d talk about Maksim, and everything that happened to me including all I learned while I was there. I always imagined I’d be stronger than that. But I was wrong. 
 
    I don’t know where Luka is taking me, and I’m not sure I even care, because all I want is to be away from that room and away from them. The feel of their touch is all over me, and I need to get it off. I want to stand in a hot shower and let the water wash the last remnants of them from my skin. I’m so sick of it… I’m sick of being the toy monsters want to play with, using me, and then leaving me to cry away the pain, alone in the darkness. 
 
    There’s nothing left for me to fight for anymore, they have taken every last morsel of strength from me until my soul is bruised and bleeding. Clinging on to Luka, I let him lead me away to whatever fate awaits me, hoping with all I have left that my suffering is finally over. Ignoring the aches spreading through my body and the stinging between my thighs, I let my mind drift, trying to think of happier things. But it’s impossible, and I can feel myself getting sucked further and further into the darkness and the memories I wish I could bury. 
 
    He came for me, the man who has been keeping me locked in this dark prison, taunting me with the promise of light and freedom every time the door opens. Hope is a lie, there is none of it here. I’ve been used more times than I can count, and every inch of my body is on permanent display. Modesty is a long forgotten luxury, and one I’ve been repeatedly stripped of, with no clothing to wear and no way to cover my bruised, pale skin. 
 
    Nakedness is a constant, save for the blanket I’ve been granted, which keeps me from freezing to death, but it doesn’t stop them from ripping it away from me when they please. The man… the monster who has me trapped in this lonely, dark cell visits frequently, but sometimes he isn’t alone. Sometimes he drags me upstairs to be the entertainment at parties where I’m free game for anyone who wishes to play. 
 
    When the door opens, I look up, drinking in the faint light that surrounds him like a false halo. The weak plea catches in my throat, and I cough out a faint whimper, unable to find the strength to fight him. Grabbing my arm, he hauls me upright, dragging me from my prison. My feet pad silently on the concrete floor, the cold stabbing my soles as if pinpricks of ice are beneath them. There’s no point in struggling… no point in trying to fight him off. He prefers it when I’m not compliant, when I fail to simply let myself be taken willingly. I’ve never been willing, and I’ll never want what they force me to take. 
 
    “Upstairs, Slave. Some friends of mine want to meet you,” he leers as the words sink in, filling me with fear. 
 
    “Please, no,” I whisper, and he laughs coldly, humorlessly. 
 
    Before I can even take a breath, I’m slammed up against a wall, his hand at my throat while the other trails downwards as my tears mimic his movement. 
 
    “This is mine… to do with what I will, and you will behave yourself or be very fucking sorry,” he says, sharply pushing his fingers inside of me and making me gasp in pain. 
 
    Withdrawing them, he releases his hold on my throat and continues to drag me through the house to the drawing room where his guests are waiting for a meeting, drinks, and ‘entertainment’. 
 
    Over the last few days not a single memory has been left unanalyzed. All my painful secrets, and every sordid, disgusting thing that ever happened to me has been drawn out against my will to satisfy their twisted curiosity and pleasure. But telling them everything didn’t stop them taking everything else from me. Wes and Bernardo were just like Maksim, monsters who wouldn’t stop until they had wrung out every ounce of pain they could. The only difference being that, unlike Maksim, they didn’t force pleasure on my body, but they did maximize the agony I was feeling until I couldn’t bear it. 
 
    In many ways what Maksim did was worse because it was those small acts when he would make me feel pleasure, which shattered and left me ruined in a way I’ll never recover from. However, Wes and Bernardo gave me no reprieve, and no time to recover or protect myself. I’m more vulnerable now than I’ve ever been and every nerve in my body is protesting. They ripped open the wounds that had barely begun to heal, and poured acid on them, burning and branding me with the present until it blended with the past. 
 
    The only thing keeping me from screaming right now is the promise of freedom Luka has made me. Although he’s given me no reason to believe him, everyone else here has shown me nothing but an inclination to dish out pain, leaving me no other choice than to trust him. When he pulls me close, and his solid arm wraps around me, it rekindles the small hope that there will be an end to the nightmare, which continues to hold me in an ever tighter grasp. 
 
    “Keep going, we’re almost there,” he murmurs.
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    Coming out of the basement where the holding rooms are, I’m on high alert, listening and watching for any sign that someone is aware we are no longer imprisoned. Once I’m sure no one is around, I tighten my hold on Evelina and move as stealthily as I can toward the rear of the house, knowing that caution and subtlety is what will save our lives. 
 
    Tension flows through my body as I hurry Evelina across the kitchen and over to the door that leads to our freedom. It’s too quiet, and my skin is prickling with a sense of foreboding. 
 
    I’m almost unsurprised when I hear a familiar voice behind me… followed by the click of a gun. “Did you think you would just be allowed to walk out of here?” 
 
    I turn on the spot, keeping Evelina behind me and out of view, as best I can, with my body. Meeting the eyes of the man who I once thought of as a friend, I lament not killing him when I had the chance, even if he was unintentionally instrumental in getting us this far. Conflicting emotions war through my brain. I raise my gun, watching as the cocky look on Pavlo’s face, warps into one of surprise. 
 
    “Either let us leave, or you’ll force my hand. Even though you’ve been a friend for a long time, I won’t fucking hesitate to kill you. Not after everything you’ve done, especially your betrayal. I should’ve known better than to trust you.” My voice doesn’t waver; the conviction in my tone is clear in every word, and I know he hears it. 
 
    I can hear the thumping of heavy footsteps on the floor above as many sets of feet hit the stairs, making their way toward us. 
 
    “What the fuck have you done, Pavlo?!” I shout. 
 
    “I can’t let you leave here with her,” he retorts. 
 
    “Why? What possible reason could you have for this?” I demand, still aiming the gun at him, not letting it drop for even a second. 
 
    “Sasha,” Pavlo says, resignation filling his tone. 
 
    His fucking sister. “I’d never touch her.” 
 
    “Not you, them,” he spits, and I straighten. 
 
    “Stop this, Pavlo,” I order, biting out the words.. 
 
    He shakes his head, and I growl in anger, “Fuck this!” 
 
    I pull the trigger and turn away, not stopping to watch the bullet hit, but the sound of his body crashing to the floor reaches my ears, telling me I was right on target. Cover blown by the dead fucker lying on the kitchen floor, I shoot out the lock on the door. Grabbing Evelina’s hand, I pull her behind me, but when she stumbles, I stop and sweep her up into my arms. I kick the door open, the broken lock a useless mess of wood and metal, and rush out into the darkness. 
 
    Evelina shivers in my grip, the chilly wind whipping at her exposed skin, but there’s no time to stop. If we don’t get out of here, then we’re as good as dead. Gunshots ring out in the night surrounding us, magnified by the silence of the late hour. Evelina yelps in terror, but I don’t bother to console her. Although the grounds are expansive, we can’t hide here because these men will not stop until they find us, and if they catch up to us, we’re fucked. I keep running, ignoring the strain on my screaming muscles, and I’m thankful Evelina is so petite and delicately built. 
 
    Lights sweep across the grounds, searching for us, and I curse, knowing that it’s only a matter of time before they spot us. 
 
    “Over here!” a male voice shouts. 
 
    I point my gun in the direction it came from and fire blindly, smirking when I hear the yell of pain. It’s unlikely I’ve killed him, but even just slowing them down at this point is a miracle, and I’ll accept even the smallest of those if it gets us out of here alive, not in a fucking body bag. 
 
    “We’re close now, Evelina,” I rasp out. 
 
    My breath escapes me in pants as my energy depletes from the exertion. Adrenaline is the only thing keeping me moving right now, and I know when that’s gone, I’ll crash. The small side gate to the grounds, which only the heads of security use, comes into view, and I’m fucking praying they haven’t changed the code since I was last here. Only a select few people know it, including me. Quickly tapping in the code, I groan in frustration when it doesn’t open, and I try once more, making sure to keep my hand steady. This time it beeps, and the clunk as it unlocks, sends a wave of relief through my heart. 
 
    Another shot rings out, and it’s closer this time. The bullet hits the metal fencing that wraps around the boundary of the grounds with a sharp ping. Evelina lets out a whimper of fear, and in the faint light, I can see how wide her eyes are. The pupils dilated with fear look nearly black, sharply contrasting against her pale skin and making her look almost ethereal. If our current situation wasn’t so dire, I would spend a moment to take in her beauty. 
 
    Shoving the gate open, I holster my gun, readjust my grip on Evelina, and run, tasting freedom but not daring to get complacent as I close the gate behind us. We’re still too close to the house for me to even think about letting my guard down. When I know we’re not being followed, I can stop and plan our next move, but first we need to get as far away from here as possible. 
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    There’s no time to wrap my head around the fact we're out, Luka rescued me, and I don’t know what to think about that, considering he was the one who brought me here in the first place. He was following orders, and I'm not sure at what point from the time he took me until now that he changed his mind. Such a short span of time has passed, and I’m reeling at how much has happened. We're not out of this yet, though, as the sound of guns being fired, echoes around us. 
 
    Luka is still running, but from the heavy way he's breathing, and the weakening grip he has on me, he’s exhausted. I know he was forced to watch and maybe hear everything that happened to me, but I’ve no idea whether he was given food or water like I was. I can feel the abrasions on his wrists rubbing against my bare legs, and I realize he was just as much a prisoner as I was. The night surrounding us makes looking at him any closer impossible, his face is in shadow, obscured by the darkness and his hair falling across it. 
 
    Luka stumbles, and I can feel myself falling before we hit the ground hard. The rough dirt and gravel dig in, scraping at my skin. 
 
    “Fuck,” he curses, scrambling to his feet. 
 
    “Can you run?” he questions, and I nod, pushing myself onto my knees and shakily standing. 
 
    Grabbing my hand, Luka pulls me along, and we flee through the night into the raw and wild countryside. The uneven ground beneath my feet, the untamed surroundings, and the gunshots ringing out in the distance take me back to the night I fled Maksim’s. The night I met Luka only this time I’m running with him instead of from him. The bitter irony strikes me painfully in the chest. I silently wish for this time to be different, praying it doesn’t end with me back inside the monster’s lair. 
 
    Fear keeps me moving when all I want to do is stop, catch my breath, and rest until I have some semblance of strength back. Yet, every time I start to slow, Luka pushes me harder, not allowing me to break from the harsh pace he has set for us. My body aches all over from the treatment it’s received over the past few days, and the pressure on my feet is sending sharp pains up my legs until I feel like they are about to buckle beneath me. 
 
    After what feels like hours, Luka starts to slow down, and that’s when I see it. A small town just ahead, barely visible and covered in a blanket of darkness. 
 
    “This way,” he says, pulling me toward it, and a prickle of fear sparks in my heart. 
 
    The streets are empty, and I want to ask where we are, but wariness of who might hear us or be following, keeps me silent. One dark road after another, we walk through the town, winding through the unlit streets until we come to a house sitting slightly apart from the others. Luka squeezes my hand and drags me around the back where a security gate blocks our path. He taps in a code, which unlocks it with a quiet beep, and pushing it open, he hurries me through. The gate then closes behind us, locking with a double beep. 
 
    Worry sets in, and I wonder just exactly where he has taken me. Luka promised to get me out, but he didn’t say anything about it being any safer, not for me at least. For all I know, this could be another trap, and Luka is simply trying to lure me into a false sense of security before he tortures me himself. 
 
    Silence and an untended garden greet us when we make our way behind the house, but I don’t get a chance to take it in. I’m dragged toward another door, once again secured with a code, which Luka enters, and when the door unlocks, I’m shoved into the darkness of the house. Panic skitters through me, and I turn to try and get back out, but Luka’s arm wraps around my waist, preventing me from moving. 
 
    “Let me go, Luka,” I plead. 
 
    “Where the fuck will you go if I do? If you go back out there, you’re as good as dead, and all of this will have been a waste of time. Stop fighting me, because I won’t hesitate to tie you up if you continue. I won’t take what you don’t give me, but I’m finding you impossible to stay away from, Evelina. I might not want you dead, but the thought of you bound and helpless in front of me is far too fucking tempting, and I don’t know whether I have the fucking strength to resist you anymore.” 
 
    Luka’s lips crash down on mine. I’m breathless against the power of his kiss and unable to stop myself from kissing him back. We’re on the run and standing in a strange, dark, house, yet all I can think about is how his lips feel while he consumes me with a kiss. 
 
    When Luka finally breaks away, our breaths mingle as we both try to catch them. 
 
    “Stay here, I need to switch the power on. Don’t bother trying to get out, the security runs on a separate circuit, so it’s always switched on,” he says, and I can hear how tired he is. 
 
    Weariness and exhaustion are creeping up on me too, and I let myself sink to the floor. I haven’t got the energy to run anymore. I’m ready to curl up and sleep for days. Luka got me out, and we’re far away from that house, and those two monsters, Wes and Bernardo, are dead. Even though I don’t know where we are, all I can feel is relief in the knowledge that when I wake up, it won’t be to their faces leering over me ever again. 
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    The feel of hands touching me, rouses me from my sleep, and I open my eyes to darkness. How many more times will I be woken to nothing but blackness greeting my sight? I’ve lost count of how long I’ve been here, and the way time seems to crawl as each day drags out endlessly in front of me, saps my ability to hope. The feeling I’ll never see daylight, taste freedom, or breathe fresh air again, fills me with an ache that threatens to tear me apart. 
 
    When the door clicks open, I no longer look up to see who’s there… nothing good ever comes through that door, only monsters. My Master is the worst of them. and once again he wants to use me. I no longer fight him off when his hands roam my body, touching me in all the places I’ve been used before. The role I’ve been given, I’ve accepted because after all this time, I’ve learned that things will never change. 
 
    Jerking awake, I scream and thrash when the touch of hands on my body doesn’t fade, and I can’t see anything in front of me. “Shh, Evelina. It’s Luka. You were asleep on the floor, I was just moving you,” Luka says, and I fight to calm my racing heart. 
 
    A light flickers on, and Luka is in front of me, looking at me with concern written all over his face. A nightmare. Why do they always feel so real? Yet when I reflect back on the memories, it’s as though I’m looking through clouded glass, and I wish I could erase them like condensation from a mirror, so I can see who I really am beneath them. An ache starts to build in my chest, working its way up my body until it wells up, and there’s no way to stop the tears from falling. There’s nothing and no one that can erase the horrors of my past. 
 
    Warm hands tug me close, and I’m stunned when Luka wraps his arms around me as I continue to crack straight down the middle. The surprisingly comforting gesture leaves me feeling dizzy. I don’t know what to think, but neither do I pull away, because in this moment, I need him. 
 
    When the sobs subside into little hiccups and I feel calmer, Luka lets go of me and stands with a strange look on his face. Backing away, slowly, he leaves the room and me, all alone. Looking around, I realize I’m in a small bedroom, lying on top of a single bed that is up against the wall. There is very little in the room, which has plain, neutral furnishings, and no personal effects, presumably a guest room. 
 
    A deafening crash downstairs draws my attention to the closed door as the sound of men shouting, filters through the crack. They’ve found us already, and so soon after we got here. It was too good to be true: a mere taste of a freedom I’m not fated to have in a world where the villains don’t stop, and the monsters always win. 
 
    Slipping from the bed, I drop to the floor, and just as I’m crawling under the bed the door flies open. The shriek that bursts from my throat bounces off the walls as a pair of hands grabs me by the ankles, hauling me from my failed hiding place. A knee on my back, and another set of hands, pin me to the floor when I attempt to scramble away while the heavy grip on my legs prevents me from kicking out. 
 
    “You must be Luka’s little blyad. You thought you’d escaped us did you?” A thickly accented voice growls in my ear, and I cry out weakly when my face is pushed into the carpet. 
 
    “Hold her down,” the man who whispered to me says, and I can’t stop the terror, shooting through my blood like poison straight to my heart. 
 
    The hands holding my legs squeeze tighter, and when the pressure on my back is released I suck in a breath and scream as loud as I can manage, “LUKA!” 
 
    A blow to the back of my head cuts me off, and my airflow is restricted when once again my face is pushed back into the rough carpet, the fibres making my face itch as they rub against my skin. 
 
    “Suka, he’ll be dead soon if he isn’t already,” The other man laughs, and the sound chills me to my core. 
 
    I can’t breathe, and my head starts to spin as I struggle to take in air. Helpless and unable to move, I can’t do anything to stop them from touching me as fingers creep up my thighs, inching closer and closer to my pussy. I’m choking on my panic, the lack of oxygen, and the restrictions being imposed on my prone body. 
 
    My head is pulled back by my hair, and I gasp down the air that suddenly floods my lungs like water as tears stream down my face, burning hot trails on my skin. I’m being straddled by the man who is holding me by my hair, his knees pinning my arms to the floor while the other has removed his filthy hands from my body, and from the sounds coming from behind me, is unbuckling his belt. 
 
    “Time to see what all the fuss is about,” he growls in my ear, his breath hot on my skin. 
 
    Too out of breath to scream, all I can do is whimper over and over, “No, no, no.” 
 
    The shouts from the floor below have stopped, and footsteps are pounding up the stairs as a hand touches my inner thigh, and I flinch just as two quick pops fill the air and something wet splatters all over my body. I let out a high pitched scream as I’m released, only to be crushed beneath the weight of the man who was sitting on top of me. 
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    Just as I get to the bottom of the stairs, the front door blasts in, sending me crashing onto my back where I lie dazed as a small group of men swarm into the house. Two immediately rush up the stairs, but I’m unable to do anything more than watch them. Evelina crosses my mind, and I hope she’s able to hide somewhere before they reach her. Two of the men zone in on me, and I’m dragged from the hallway into the living room. 
 
    One of them pins me to the floor, and I fight against him, trying to throw him off, while the other proceeds to pummel me wherever he can reach with his fists and boots. Agony spikes through me when he catches me in the side of the ribs, winding me briefly. Kicking out, I land a lucky strike to his knee, and he buckles as I give him a second kick to his face, knocking him unconscious. 
 
    The one holding me loosens his grip when his friend goes down, and I seize the opportunity to wrench my arms out of his grip. My attention is diverted when I hear Evelina scream for me from the floor above, and the fucker swings for me. Barely managing to avoid the fist flying at my face, he yells out when his knuckles connect with the concrete floor. 
 
    He clutches at his hand, and judging by the way the knuckles look, he’s probably broken a few. Good, I hope it fucking hurts. He lunges at me as I pull away, and I kick him, clipping him across the jaw with my foot and sending him flying sideways. As he tries to get up again, I tackle him back down to the ground, slamming his wrists to the floor and grinning when his shout of pain rips through the air as his broken hand smacks against the hard surface. 
 
    “How did you find us?” I demand, pushing down more firmly when he tries to fight me off. 
 
    He laughs at my question but doesn’t answer. Adjusting my position on top of him so my knee is pressed into his elbow, I reach for my knife and unsheathe it. Before he can react I’ve stabbed it into his palm, the blade slicing through his hand like butter. 
 
    “Ubludok! Tell me!” I shout, wrenching the blade out and stabbing it into his shoulder joint, feeling it scrape against the ball in the socket. 
 
    His screams of pain are addictive, and if I wasn’t trying to find out how they found us so I can get to Evelina, then I’d turn him into a pincushion. 
 
    “The tracker!” he yells when I lean back and shove the knife into the meaty part of his thigh. 
 
    Pizdets. Now I have my answer, I need to go get Evelina. Finishing him off with one last plunge of my blade straight through his throat and into his spine, he gurgles for a moment and then stills. Once he’s dead, I pull the blade free and wipe it clean on his shirt before tucking it away and hurriedly getting to my feet. Grabbing the gun from the other man who remains unconscious, I fire a quick round into the back of his skull, then fly up the stairs to find Evelina. 
 
    The door to her room is open and when I see her pinned beneath one man while the other is desperately trying to get his pants undone, I see fucking red. Raising the gun I fire off two quick rounds and watch when one and then the other fall as the bullets shatter through their skulls. Blood sprays everywhere, and the man on top of Evelina falls limp, trapping her underneath. 
 
    “Evelina!” I call out. 
 
    “Get him off… get him off,” she moans, crying and struggling to get free. 
 
    I rush over to her, shove the dead man off, and pull her from the room. 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” I tell her, and I’m sure she can hear the urgency in my voice as I begin dragging her down the hallway to a door at the other end. 
 
    As we pass the stairs, a figure darts up them, slamming me into the wall. Letting out a grunt of surprise, I manage to punch the new assailant across the jaw, stunning him. Something in Evelina seems to snap, and she rushes at the new man like a fucking warrior, throwing her body into his as hard as she can. Before Evelina can hit the floor, I snatch her around the waist, catching her just in time. The man steps back, overbalancing on the edge of the stairs and falls, his arms flailing. As if in slow motion he tumbles down them, his neck smacking the bannister with a sickening crack before landing sprawled at the bottom with blood pooling under him. 
 
    “I think that’s all of them,” I say, panting, as the effects of the adrenaline decrease and weariness starts to kick back in. 
 
    “How did they find us?” Evelina asks, confusion and worry pulling her eyebrows close together. 
 
    “The tracker Maksim put in you. It’s how I found you before, and I fucking forgot about it until now. I was too busy trying to get us out of that house alive to even consider it,” I tell her as I take her hand and lead her to the master bedroom.  
 
    “The tracker,” Evelina repeats faintly, allowing me to gently pull her along the hallway. 
 
    Opening the door, I scan the room to make sure there are no more lethal surprises lurking in there, waiting for us to let our guard down. The room is empty of people, and on passing the chest of drawers, I stop to grab a couple of t-shirts and some sweats as I take Evelina into the attached bathroom. 
 
    “Get in the shower. I need to get that tracker out of you before more of those men arrive, and then we’re going to have to run again. Luckily, I’ve a car parked in the garage we can use to get away from here, but a car is going to be of no use if they can track our whereabouts.” 
 
    Evelina hesitates before opening the shower door and stepping inside, watching and waiting to see what I’ll do next. I turn on the faucet and wait for the water to heat up before drawing my blade and running it under the flowing stream until it’s clean and too hot to touch. 
 
    Glad I remembered, from the file Pavlo gave me, that the tracker is underneath the skin on her left hip, I step inside the shower with Evelina. Getting to my knees, I rub my hand firmly over her soft skin to locate the device, and then using my thumb and forefinger, I work it closer to the surface. 
 
    “This is going to hurt… breathe,” I tell her, raising the knife and as quickly as I can, slicing through the skin. 
 
    Ignoring her flinch as Evelina reacts to the pain, I cut the tracker free, watching as it lands on the shower floor with a quiet plink. Then slamming the handle of the knife down onto the tracker, I smile as it breaks under the force of the blow. 
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    The pain as Luka cuts into my hip is excruciating, yet it is nothing compared to the pain of being taken against your will. Blood starts to run down my thigh, and when he switches the shower on and water hits it, the sting makes me hiss out a breath. Stepping under the spray, I’m still partially clothed, but I don’t care about the sopping wet fabric now clinging to my body. Instead, I relish the burn of the water as it cleans away the blood, and the lingering touch of monsters from my skin. 
 
    Luka palms my hips; I’d almost forgotten he was still in here, and when his eyes track the path of the water running down my skin, I can feel the strength of his gaze sweeping over me. Then Luka’s eyes lift to meet mine, his dark blue ones, nearly the color of midnight, stare into my brown ones. 
 
    Something passes between us, and I’m not sure I can put my finger on exactly what it is, but what I do know is it’s intense, electrifying, and I’m not sure I want this moment to end. I’m certain he can hear the pounding of my heart over the sound of the shower; the heavy thumping that’s beating a rapid rhythm against my chest. My thoughts and feelings are so confused, but with each minute that passes, they start becoming clearer. 
 
    “Luka,” I mumble, his name barely more than a whisper. 
 
    His eyes flash, and before I can take another breath, I’m pushed up against the tiles, his mouth moving in tandem with mine as he clutches at me under the steady stream of water pouring from the shower head. Luka’s hands burn a path over my flesh, warming the bare skin cooled from the tiles behind me. I can barely think as his hands rove over my body, gripping at the wet shirt that sits like a second skin on my chest. 
 
    When his hips press against mine, I’m once again aware of how exposed I am to him, and shame floods through me, replacing the heat his kiss created. How could he desire me? I’m a fucking toy… a whore for monsters who only want me for their pleasure. 
 
    “Luka,” I say his name against his lips, and the low groan he emits makes my stomach flutter. 
 
    “I can’t.” My words are barely audible. The pain I can hear in my own voice stretches through the silence around us, and he pulls away with a sharp exhale. 
 
    “Then I’ll stop. But you have no idea what you do to me, Evelina,” Luka states, and there’s an ache in his voice, mirroring the one in my heart. 
 
    Luka looks at me, and my own reflection in the misted glass behind him tells me that my cheeks are a dark shade of pink. I’m embarrassed he’s seen me being used and so vulnerable, and that every part of me has been ruthlessly displayed to him. 
 
    Breathing hard, Luka steps back, but in his eyes, shines the promise that whatever is happening between us isn’t over. I still don’t fully trust Luka, but I’m not sure my brain is going to win the war it’s currently waging with my heart, because I want to trust him. 
 
    Turning, Luka pulls his wet shirt from his body and drops it onto the shower floor, swiftly followed by his pants. I’m struck dumb by the sight of his body as he gets out of the shower and grabs a towel from a hook on the wall to wrap around himself. Then walking out of the bathroom, he closes the door behind him. In spite of the look he gave me, telling me he wants me, I can’t fight the small stab of rejection I feel to my heart when he leaves me in here. Logically I know he’s giving me space, and the privacy to collect myself without an audience, but it still fucking hurts. 
 
    Ripping off the ruined shirt I’m wearing, I toss it on the pile of clothes Luka left on the tiled floor. Immersing myself in the water, I scrub at my skin until it feels raw, tender and cleaner than I’ve felt in a long time. The smell of the body wash I use surrounds me in a calming cloud, and I take a deep breath, inhaling the fresh scent. 
 
    No matter what I do, I fear I’ll never be able to fully erase the past from my mind, heart, and body, but maybe now, I can finally try. With the tracker gone, it’ll be harder for any more men to find us. I just need to place one last ounce of trust in Luka, and have faith he can make us disappear completely. 
 
    Stepping carefully out of the shower onto the damp bath mat, I grab the remaining towel and wrap it around myself, cocooning myself in the warm material and letting it soak up the moisture from my skin. Spotting the dry clothing sitting on the stand next to the sink, I move closer to see what’s there. I pick up the pile, noticing that there are two pairs of identical black sweats and two shirts, and realization dawns that one set is for me. 
 
    Smiling at the prospect of being able to cover myself properly, I quickly pull the items on, and though lamenting the lack of underwear, I’m simply grateful for being given proper clothing. The sweats are too big, so I roll up the legs and tug the drawstrings as tight as they’ll go before double-knotting them. Fresh, dry, and warm for the first time in days, I finally feel a small semblance of the normality I’ve been lacking for far too long.
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    It took everything in me to leave Evelina in the shower, but I knew if I didn’t, I’d push her further than she could handle right now. After what happened at the house, and just now with the men in her room, I’m surprised she even let me get that close to her. I’ll give her a few moments to finish up, and then we need to get the hell out of here before more of them come for us. I’m fucking exhausted, and I doubt I’ll be able to hold them off a second time. 
 
    Grabbing some more clothes from the dresser, having left the other ones in the bathroom, I hurriedly dress and sit on the bed to wait for Evelina to finish. The bathroom door opens, and I look up to see her step out, fully clothed, and looking lighter than I’ve ever seen her, like some sort of weight has been lifted. 
 
    “You ready?” I ask, forcing myself not to stare. 
 
    Evelina nods. I notice her bare feet, so I reach over to open the drawer, tossing her a pair of socks, which she catches easily. 
 
    “No shoes, but it’s better than nothing,” I say. 
 
    “Thank you,” she responds quietly, pulling them onto her feet that look sore but not damaged from our escape. 
 
    Standing, I hold my hand out to her, and after a split second’s hesitation, Evelina takes it. Once again I’m leading her through the house, only this time we’re leaving. It’s no longer safe here. Grabbing a set of keys from a hook by the front door, we exit through the broken back door and move down the garden toward the garage at the opposite end, which is almost completely obscured by overgrowth. 
 
    Locating the security pad, I type in the code and push the door open. The musty scent of the garage reaches my nose, but I ignore it. I’m relieved to see the car is still here, untouched. Moving through the small brick building, I use the dim light coming through the windows to guide me and Evelina who’s following close behind. I press a button on the keys, and the car unlocks with a flash of its lights and a small beep. 
 
    Opening the door, I help Evelina into the car, and then hurrying around to the other side, I slide into the cool leather seat behind the wheel. I twist the key in the ignition, inwardly groaning with pleasure at the sound of the powerful vehicle coming to life. Revving the car to keep it ticking over, I then press the fob to open the garage door. 
 
    When it’s fully open, I release the handbrake and let the car roll slowly forward onto the street. Driving at a steady pace through the town, not wanting to draw attention to the car, I weave us through the streets until we hit the outskirts when I open up and let it fly down the highway. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Evelina asks, finally breaking the silence that has been sitting heavily around us since we left. 
 
    “Away from here, I haven’t exactly planned this out, but I was thinking back toward Moscow. It’s a big city, and it’s the last place they’d expect us to go. I have a safe house near there under an alias. We can stay there and lie low for a while,” I tell her. 
 
    Evelina doesn’t answer right away but looks at me for a long moment before saying sadly, “I’m never going to see my mum again, am I?” 
 
    Looking away from her, I gaze at the road ahead, maneuvering the car through the traffic around us. There’s no easy way to tell her this, but with the information that was in the file that Tatiana and her men now have, it’s probable that her mother’s already been murdered in some kind of ‘accident’. With no phone and needing to keep a low profile, I’ve no way to check in with the man I left watching the house back in England, not without risking us both. 
 
    “No,” I say slowly, “It’ll be safer for the both of you if you don’t. You’ll only put both of your lives at risk to ever go back.” 
 
    Evelina sniffles, and a small sob cracks her voice on her next words. “Why didn’t you kill me when you had the chance? I don’t mean back when you first took me, but after that. Why, Luka?” 
 
    Choosing not to answer her question, I ignore the pleading look in her eyes, which begs for answers I don’t know how to give. 
 
    “We’ll be on the road for a while. You should try to get some sleep,” I say, instead, feeling like an asshole and earning the glare she sends me before she turns away, giving me her back. 
 
    This woman will be the death of me, and I only hope it’s not literally. Checking the rearview mirror for a tail, I’m relieved to see the same smattering of cars gradually falling into the distance. After five hours of non-stop driving, I’m fighting to keep my eyes open. It’s been ages since I’ve had any sleep, and I’m fucking drained. Evelina is asleep in the passenger seat, and her deep, even breathing is the only sound apart from the heavy rumble of the car. 
 
    Deciding I’ll have to risk it, I pull into the parking lot of the next motel I see. I need to catch some sleep, or soon I’ll be wrapping us around a damn tree. When I’ve parked the car and switched off the ignition, Evelina jolts awake. 
 
    “Where are we?” she mumbles sleepily, moving to a more upright position and stretching as best she can in the confines of the car. 
 
    “A motel,” I answer, sighing heavily and rubbing my tired eyes. 
 
    Reaching across to the glove compartment in front of Evelina, I pull out the spare wallet I keep there, which has several fake ID’s, credit cards, and a wad of cash. 
 
    When we’re out of the car, I round on her, pushing her up against the door and whisper in her ear, “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you to keep your mouth shut and don’t fucking push me. I’m sure you’ve realized by now I’m not the worst monster who could have you.” 
 
    Evelina’s eyes widen, and she nods silently, taking my hand when I offer it to her. Leading her across the parking lot to the front desk, I check us into a room, shooting her a warning look just in case she opens her mouth to protest. No fucking way are we having separate rooms when we’re on the run and could be caught at any moment. 
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    When we get to the room, Luka cautiously enters, no doubt expecting someone to be waiting in ambush for us. My blood is pulsing with fear, and I keep looking over my shoulder, and when he motions for me to enter, I dart into the room, shutting and locking the door behind me. Turning to face Luka, I see the hint of a smile teasing the edge of his lips, and feel my heart stutter. Moving farther into the room, I take in the bland and simple decorations, and the hint of smoke that clings to the air, probably from the previous guests. 
 
    A double bed is the most prominent piece of furniture in the room, and I stare at it, not wanting to think about what our sleeping arrangements are going to be. 
 
    “You take the bed, I’ll sleep on the couch,” Luka says, nodding at the two seater up against the wall by the window. 
 
    My eyes track across the room, and settle on the tiny couch. 
 
    Shaking my head, I tell him with a short laugh, “You take the bed… there’s no way you could sleep on that, you’re too tall. I’ll be fine, you need the sleep more than I do anyway.” 
 
    Luka looks at me thoughtfully, and his eyes wander over to the couch, back to me, and then finally to the bed. With a short nod, he sits on the bed, bending over to remove his boots before stretching out on the mattress with a low groan and heavy sigh. Biting back the smile that threatens to break out, I curl up on the couch and switch on the TV to some mundane movie. I lower the volume and let the soft voices and music flowing from the speakers soothe me to sleep. 
 
    Jolted awake by the sound of screaming, a warm and heavy hand clamps down over my mouth, and I realize the noise is coming from me. With a click, the room is suddenly bathed in the soft light from the bedside lamp, and I can see everything in the room: the warm shadows created by the lamp, and the gentle illumination of Luka’s face as he looks at me with concern. 
 
    “Another nightmare, Evelina. It’s me, and you’re not there anymore,” Luka’s voice calms the torment washing through me until I feel myself breathing easier. 
 
    Lifting me from the couch, he carries me across the room to the bed where he sets me down and sits beside me. Before I can think too long on my reasons for wanting to, I grab Luka’s hand and shuffle across the bed, pulling him down next to me. The bed dips with his weight, and the well used mattress-springs, creak beneath the two of us. Luka’s presence behind me is distracting, and I know I won’t find sleep easily after the nightmare, but having him so close, relaxes me in a way I would never have expected. 
 
    I can feel his eyes on my back, so I roll over to face him. Neither of us say anything, we just breathe quietly into the gap between us. Something in Luka’s gaze draws me in, and I’m mesmerized by the intensity shining from his eyes, which are fixed on my face. Leaning forward, I press my lips against his. It’s the first kiss I’ve ever given someone else. I’ve been kissed before, but Luka is the only man I’ve ever kissed back, and this is the first time I’ve ever initiated kissing anyone, and for some strange reason, I’m glad it was him. 
 
    Luka’s mouth chases mine as I move to break the kiss, so I throw myself into it. Our mouths and tongues fight for control, tasting and teasing each other. It’s never been like this, and I want more of it…more of him. Twisting my fingers through his hair, I tug him closer, moving so that our bodies are pressed together. Then Luka curls his arm around my waist with his palm flat on my back, and he rolls me on top of him. 
 
    He doesn’t do anything more, just keeps kissing me as though our lives depend on it, and in some way, I suppose they do. All I know is that right now, the last thing I want to do is stop, not even for breath. Moving my hands down Luka’s face and along the stubble coating his jaw to his shoulder, I moan into his mouth when his palms start rubbing slowly up and down my back. 
 
    My body feels hot, and I can’t seem to get close enough. Gripping the edge of his shirt, I lift it and slide my hands across his hard, toned stomach and up his chest, feeling the smooth skin and the uneven bumps of old scars beneath my fingers. Luka growls into my mouth, and it sends tingles through my body, but when he tugs at my shirt and his hands find my bare back, I feel like I’m going to combust. 
 
    “Touch me,” I say against his lips, breathing the words into his mouth. 
 
    Luka doesn’t need to be told twice, and soon his hands are all over me, branding me everywhere they land, and I don’t want him to stop. A soft whimper escapes my lips when he cups my breasts, his thumbs teasing against my nipples until they tighten into peaks. Luka breaks the kiss and rips the shirt over my head, and I take the moment to do the same with his. Before I can lean back down to kiss him, he sits up and attacks my neck with his mouth, sucking and gently biting, and then trails his tongue down over my collar bone to latch onto my nipple. 
 
    Luka’s name leaves my lips on a gasp, and his groan vibrates through me, making me shiver as he sweeps his tongue over the sensitive peak, and turns his attention to my other breast. 
 
    “Luka,” I moan, swept up in the simple pleasure he’s giving me with his mouth. 
 
    It’s almost too much, yet not enough, and I can feel how wet I’m getting from just having Luka’s mouth on my body, and I’m aching for more. Running my hands down his arms and scratching lightly down his back, I can’t stop myself from grinding against his hardening cock, which is digging into my pussy, 
 
    “Fuck, Evelina,” Luka curses, his heavy breath hot against my feverish skin. 
 
    Luka’s hands find my hips, and he grinds himself against me until I’m writhing on top of him. The way he’s dry fucking me, makes me hotter than ever. 
 
    “Take them off,” I rasp, feeling like I’m about to lose my mind as my fingers fumble with the knot in the drawstrings of my sweats. Luka flips me, so I’m on my back, and he’s hovering above me, his own sweats already shoved halfway down his legs. When mine are finally undone, Luka leans back and slowly peels them from my body before tossing them across the room. I feel like screaming at how agonizingly slowly he runs his hands up my bare legs, moving his body up until his hard cock is nudging at my aching pussy. 
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    Pausing, I can feel the heat of Evelina’s pussy teasing my cock, and I want so fucking much to drive it into her and claim her for myself. 
 
    “Do it,” Evelina whispers, her eyes are like molten chocolate as she stares deeply into mine, and at her words I slowly enter her, groaning at how wet and tight she is. 
 
    “Luka,” she whimpers, so fucking sweetly, it sends the blood surging to my already painfully hard cock. 
 
    This girl is a fucking angel, sent to earth to be ruined by monsters who want to cover her in darkness and keep her for themselves. Evelina is more than the light that shines inside her, she’s the fucking balm to the darkest parts of me. 
 
    “So fucking beautiful,” I groan, pulling back, only to slam back into her pussy, filling her completely. 
 
    Evelina’s moans fill the room, mixed with our heavy breaths and my low grunts as I take her, fucking her to the edge of bliss and watching her tumble over it. Her eyes are wild as the pleasure wracks through her body, but I don’t stop moving, never losing the pace and rhythm. Evelina is soon chasing a second orgasm, meeting my deep strokes with her hips until I’m holding her up with my hands on her pert little ass. 
 
    Angling her gorgeous body beneath me, I pound into her with powerful drives of my hips, fucking her hard and relentlessly, and not letting up until she’s a screaming mess beneath me. Evelina chants my name over and over until her pussy is clenching around my cock as she reaches another orgasm, and forces me into my own. I roar out her name while I fill her hot depths with my release. 
 
    Collapsing on the bed next to her, I pull Evelina close to me, fitting her sweaty naked body against mine, and panting as I fight to catch my breath. She is always stunning, but nothing can compare to seeing her come apart beneath me, and I want to watch her unravel over and over again. However, fatigue sweeps over me and not bothering to stay awake, instead, I let sleep claim me. 
 
    When I open my eyes, Evelina is nowhere to be seen, and a potent mix of anger and worry bubbles to the surface. The sound of water running in the bathroom draws my attention, and I let out a sigh of relief when Evelina walks back into the room. When she refuses to look at me, annoyance prickles through my blood, and I grind my teeth to keep from snapping at her. Grabbing my clothes, I pull them on, deciding to let her play the regret game, for now at least.  
 
    Evelina takes my hand without hesitation when I offer it, and as much as I want to scoff at how ridiculous she's being, I'm more interested in moving on from here as quickly as possible. Paying for the room in cash, I check us out, and soon enough we’re back on the highway. 
 
    The rest of the drive, Evelina doesn’t say a single fucking word, and by the time I’m pulling into the garage at the safe house, I’m pissed. After seven hours of silence, I’ve had enough. Leading her into the house, I check all of the locks and windows, making sure everything is still secure. Then rounding on Evelina, I put my hands on her shoulders and move my head to meet her gaze. 
 
    “You haven’t said two damn words to me all day, what the hell is wrong?” I ask, working to keep my voice level. 
 
    “I can’t do this with you, Luka. I’m fucking broken… how could you even want me after all this? Last night was perfect, but it was a mistake,” Evelina cries, tears flowing down her pretty face and dripping onto her shirt. 
 
    I can’t stop the flinch her words elicit from me, hearing her say what we did was a mistake. 
 
    Evelina looks away, not wanting to meet my eyes, but I don’t let her. She needs to face the fact I want her, and I know she wants me too. She is fighting against us, and even though I’ll never be able to make what I did to her right, I can damn well show her that while I’ll never be anything other than a bad man, I will always be good to her. Evelina will never need to fear me and what I’m capable of, because I will be a good man, just for her. 
 
    “You asked me why I didn’t kill you. The truth is, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. There’s a light in you, Evelina, and not just in your name. You never gave up, and you never let them take it from you. You fucking shine, and it’s blinding, but I can’t look away.” 
 
    Her breathing hitches, and she lifts her gaze to mine. Hope, pure and unrestrained, is stark across her delicate features. Lifting my hand, I graze her cheek with my fingertips, lightly brushing against her soft skin. 
 
    “So, fucking, beautiful, Evelina” I murmur, breathing against her mouth. 
 
    I claim her lips with mine, swallowing the gasp that passes through them, and plunging my tongue in between. I want to taste her, to memorize the way her mouth molds with mine, and the way her hands clutch at me as though she never wants to let me go. 
 
    Evelina breaks the kiss, “I shouldn’t want this… I shouldn’t want you, Luka. But, I don’t know if I have the strength to fight.” 
 
    Laughing quietly, I brush the dark hair from her eyes, and I look deeply into them, “So don’t fight it then. Let it happen, Evelina.” 
 
    “I can’t forget everything that has happened… how we got here,” she whispers. 
 
    “I don’t expect you to. I’m so fucking sorry for what you went through because of me, and I’ll never be able to make amends for it. You shouldn’t forget it. I’m a bad fucking man, and you’re too damn sweet to be with a monster like me,” I tell her honestly, stroking her cheek with my fingertips. 
 
    “You're a better man than you think you are, Luka. You’re not a monster, not like them, no matter how much you might think it,” she protests, tears spilling down her cheeks and running over my fingers that are still resting there. 
 
    “I've killed people, Evelina. I was supposed to kill you,” I say. The words tasting bitter, like ash on my tongue. 
 
    Evelina shakes her head, but when she steps back I follow. I’d hunt this woman down to the ends of the earth if she made me because I can’t let her go. Without her fire, there’s nothing but darkness in me. Evelina brings out the specks of light lurking within my blackened soul. I’ve never told her that the meaning of our names are a perfect mirror, only mine doesn't reflect what's inside my heart and soul, not like hers. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    LUKA 
 
      
 
    It’s been two weeks since we arrived at the safe house, and I can tell Evelina is worried about them catching up to us, no matter how many times I’ve told her that no one knows about this place. The name on all the ownership documents is vastly different from my own and is impossible to trace back to me. I made sure that there was no paper trail between this false identity and my own, erasing everything that could ever link it to me. 
 
    Even having explained this to Evelina, right down to the finer details of how I obliterated the man who helped to create this alias, she still worries. Shaking my head, I get up to look for her in the house. She’s restless, and I know being cooped up is bothering her after spending so long in captivity, but until I’m fully certain they’ve not tracked us down, I’ve put us both on house arrest, and the extra precautions haven’t eased Evelina’s worries. 
 
    The house is as unassuming as any other of the small houses in this town, which is around two hours drive from Moscow, and a very long way from where we were in Kazan. Although I never thought I’d use it, I always kept it as insurance in case I ever needed to disappear. I have enough money in the account tied with this identity to keep us afloat for a long time, and I’ve always kept the house well stocked with non-perishables for emergencies like this. It’s the perfect place to have taken Evelina. We’re in a quiet, dull town no one really visits, and the most interesting thing that’s likely to happen is a dog biting a mailman. 
 
    I find Evelina sitting in the living room by the window, watching the rain falling on the garden, and she looks the calmest I’ve seen her since we arrived here. When I come into the room, she turns to me and smiles, and I’m overwhelmed by the way it transforms her face. Evelina is breathtaking, and I know I’ll never get used to the effect she has on me. 
 
    I never thought I’d leave the organization in anything other than a bodybag, or be given the chance of a life that didn’t revolve around death and pain. But then again, I never imagined meeting a woman like Evelina. A damaged, yet strong woman who never gave up fighting, even when hope was nothing more than a whispered prayer in the darkness. She reached into the blackest parts of my soul, and fucking blinded me until I could see nothing but her. 
 
    “Luka,” she says, thoughtfully, “I want to stay here, I don’t want to run anymore.” 
 
    Lifting my eyebrows in surprise, I stare at Evelina unsure if I heard her correctly. 
 
    “I want to stay here,” she repeats firmly, certainty ringing through every word. 
 
    “Then I’ll do everything in my power to keep you safe here, with me. No more running, beautiful,” I promise, feeling the words down to my fucking soul. 
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    Some days I feel like the darkness inside Luka is going to eclipse me completely, and I’m not always sure if I can be the light he desperately craves or believes me to be. For too long I was kept in the shadows… used and abused by the monsters who made me their toy. 
 
    Even now, nearly a year after I escaped the hell beneath Maksim's home, I struggle to find the strength to stop looking back. I'll never be able to fully lay my past to rest. Some scars never fade, and the mental ones always cut the deepest. Nightmares still regularly plague my dreams, but as time passes, they're fewer and farther between. 
 
    The hardest thing for me to accept is that I’ll never get to see my mum again. Although the possibility crossed my mind the second time I was taken from her, it never really sank in until I was free. I'm still bound by my fear of the monsters who’d kill us if they ever found out where we're hiding, but as time passes, I’m beginning to believe I may finally be free. 
 
    Luka has his own demons to fight, but every day he subdues them in order to be the good man he promised to be for me. Honestly, I don't even know what I want, because I fell for the bad man: the devil in the dark who pulled me from my prison. 
 
    Luka hurt me, but he also saved me when I wasn't sure I could carry on. He’s everything I didn't know I needed, he's my knight in black armor, a shadow against the night. He’s my darkness, and I’m his light. 
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    “On your knees,” orders the scarred man with the scary-looking weapon pointed at my father’s head. He doesn’t sound like I do. He has a different accent. The emphasis on his words is all different and letters like ‘r’ and ‘v’ are sharper. My papa looks so small. He’s always been a big man, but given I’m eight and only four and half foot in size, every adult looks gigantic to me. I was hidden away in the closet and told to be as silent as a mouse by my father when the strangers broke through the front door. I’m not entirely sure what they did to my mother, but I know it was bad. She screamed so loudly it hurt my eardrums, and I can’t hear right any longer. Three big men took turns to do things to her with the male parts of their bodies. I knew it was wrong just by looking at my father’s face and how sickly he looked. It broke him -- he is no longer the strong, indestructible man I know. For the first time in my life, I'm scared and not just of the monsters under my bed. The enormous roast chicken dinner I ate earlier isn’t sitting right in my tummy. I’m going to be sick.  
 
    “I said on your knees.” My father obeys the man with the gun and sinks to his knees with his head bowed low. “They warned you what would happen if you betrayed us. You think trying to hide out in England would stop us from finding you? He’s ours, and we’re here to take him.”  
 
    “Please.” The word falls from my father’s tongue in a desperate plea, but the man in charge just smirks. The corners of his mouth turning up into a grin that sends shivers down my spine. Before this night is out, I'll definitely be seeing my chicken dinner again.  
 
    Someone pulls my mother to her feet from where she’d been curled up in a ball after the three men had finished with her. Her eyes are glossed over as if she isn’t there anymore. I want to scream at them to leave her alone – she’s my mommy. The woman who tucks me into bed at night and sings me songs. She bakes me cakes and takes me to the park I like with the tall slide. Well, she was that woman, I don’t think she’ll ever be like that again. What they did to her, it wasn’t right. I turn away from the scene in front of me and wipe at the small tear that has tumbled down my cheek. Why is this happening? I try not to sob. I mustn’t give my hiding place away, but when a loud bang fills the room, I scream. My mother falls to the floor, her face looking toward me. Her eyes are lifeless, and there's a hole in the center of her head from which blood is dripping. I’m only eight, but I’m not stupid. She’s gone. Dead. 
 
    The door to my sanctuary is ripped open, and one man reaches in and yanks me out by the scruff of my collar. My initial reaction is to fight him as he drags me closer to the man with the gun, but my body is too terrified to even let out a squeak of protest.  
 
    “Privet, mal'chik.” The man with the gun addresses me, but I don’t understand what he’s saying. I stare at him with wide-open eyes full of terror.  
 
    “He doesn’t know Russian.” My father speaks. His eyes fill with tears as the grief of losing my mother, the woman he loved with all his heart, floods through his body.  
 
    “Another insult to our country.” The leader takes his tattooed hand and strikes it in a hard assault across my father’s face. Blood pools on my father’s lip, but he doesn’t try to wipe it away.  
 
    “Daddy!” I protest and try to get to my father’s side, but I’m being held tightly by the man who pulled me out of the cupboard.  
 
    “He’s no longer your father. You belong to us. We’re your family now,” the scarred man informs me.  
 
    “No,” – I spit at him, but he laughs at me – “I’m not going anywhere with you.” Looking down at my feet, I see the blood from my mother flowing around my shoe. I jump back, not wanting it to touch me, knowing it should flow inside her and not across the floor.  
 
    “Get used to the sight of blood, mal’chik. It’s been your destiny since the day you were born.”  
 
    I shake my head, put my hands over my ears, and screw my eyes shut tight. If I can’t hear and see this man, I wonder whether he'll go away. This will all be just a terrible nightmare. I’ll wake up, and my mommy will be sitting at the end of the bed, singing about mockingbirds buying me diamond rings.  
 
    It doesn’t work, though, for my hands are pulled away from my ears and held down at my side.  
 
    “You’ve made him weak. How can he be a soldier when he shies away like a coward?” the scarred man spits out at my father.  
 
    “I don’t want to be a soldier,” I sulk, but he laughs at me again. “I don’t! I want to be a footballer like the men on the television.” Every Saturday my father and I go to watch our local team play their matches in the Premier League, and then, on Sunday morning, we go to the park where I play for a team called ‘The Red Diamonds’. They’ve told me I could make it as a player. There’s even been talk of getting a scout out to come and watch me. I’d love to play as a professional footballer when I’m older. They are like heroes out on the field of play: glamorous stars who weave magic with a small round ball. I don’t want to be a soldier. I want to be a footballer.  
 
    “Well, you're about to learn the harshest lesson of your life then. We don’t always get what we want, not when you're born inside the Russian mafia. Your life is already mapped out for you. It happened to me and your father – except he tried to leave and hide. But nobody ever escapes their destiny, in this world.”  
 
    His words sound ominous. Destiny has no meaning to me other than as something that will happen when I grow up, and I’m not ready to do that, yet. But when the man in front of me hits my father, again, I know I won’t have a choice. My childhood has just ended.  
 
    “Stop it,” I tell him, my voice coming out as a squeak rather than a commanding demand. “Let my daddy go.”  
 
    Scarred man kneels down in front of me.  
 
    “Why?” he questions, and it stuns me.  
 
    “Why, what?”  
 
    “Why let your father go?”  
 
    “Because he’s a good man.”  
 
    “A good man who watched while his wife was raped and murdered but did nothing. A man who stole a child from the Russian mafia and ran away like a coward. That doesn’t sound like a good man to me.”  
 
    I gulp. How am I supposed to answer that? I don’t even understand half of what he’s saying to me.  
 
    “He loves me.” I utter weakly to the man in front of me. His eyes scare me the most, even more than the scars or crooked nose. They are dark like the night sky, in fact, almost pure black as if he’s the devil himself and not a real human being.  
 
    “Love doesn’t exist in our world.” He shoves the gun into my hand, and I stare, horrified, down at it. It’s heavy for my small wrists, but what shocks me the most is how cold it is. I thought it would be warm given he’d been holding it for a long time, but it isn’t. The weapon is icy to the touch. “Kill him,” scarred man orders. 
 
    I jump back, my eyes going so wide they must seem like saucers to those around me.  
 
    “No,” I tell him.  
 
    He takes another gun from the man standing behind me, and cocking the weapon, he places it at my temple.  
 
    “Kill him,” he orders again. My father nods at me, silently acknowledging I must do as I’m told. But I can’t. The weapon is too heavy, and my hands are shaking so much that I’d be a liability if I even tried. I could hold it and shoot scarred man, instead, but I know that will do me little good. I hold the weapon up and point it toward my father. I just want all the pain over with but can’t watch what I’m about to do, so I shut my eyes and pull the trigger. The ferocity of the shot knocks me off my feet and onto the floor. I drop the weapon like it’s poison and dare to look toward where my father is. He’s still alive, and he doesn’t appear to be bleeding from anywhere he wasn’t before. What happened?  
 
    “I think we will need to work on his aim.”  
 
    “That will come.” Scarred man picks his gun up, and pointing it directly at my father, he pulls the trigger. I shudder when his blood and other matter splatters all over me. They’re dead: both of my parents. I’m alone. “Bring him. We have a lot of work to do. His father was once one of the best – it will be in his blood. We just have to keep him away from the whores who’ll distract him with their magical pussies. Oliver Volkov, ‘the wolf’ – more like a wimpy little pup. But nothing a good beating won’t solve.”  
 
    A big hand wraps itself around the collar of my shirt and drags me and my uncooperative legs across the floor. I turn and take a final look at the bloodbath ending of my parents. One day, I’ll get revenge for this. One day, I’ll become the man my father wanted me to be. Today is not that day, though. For now, I must embrace the darkness and hope I don’t lose my way.  
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    My clenched fist slams hard into scarred man’s face. It’s the most satisfying punch I’ve ever thrown. I vowed I’d get revenge twenty years ago, and today will be that day. I’m sure the emotion coursing through my body should feel bitter, or some crap like that, but it doesn’t. It’s beautiful like one of the picturesque sunsets people rave about over the crystal blue waters of the Caribbean. I might take a little vacation there with my payment from this job. See if what they say is true. Although, I know in my heart nothing will ever be as captivating as watching the sniveling piece of shit in front of me, bleeding and pleading for his life. How the tides have turned. I flex my fingers before balling them again and throwing another punch his way,  
 
    “The Pakhan trusted and respected you — you let him down. Nobody does that. You know what happens now.” I pull my gun from the back of my black suit trousers. They match the slacks that the man tied to the chair in front of me wears. I first wore a suit the day after they murdered my parents. It was this man who put me in it. A little boy of eight years old constricted by ill-fitting attire and stripped of the last remnants of childhood. I’ve worn little else since, except training gear when I work out, but I don’t think I even own a pair of jeans to lounge around in. My wardrobe comprises of dark colored suits followed by a row of white shirts. Where once they didn’t fit me, now, they are tailored to my muscular body and harmonize like a second skin. My uniform of destruction.  
 
    I hand him the gun, but he doesn't take it. He looks up at me with confusion on his face.  
 
    “I’m repaying the favor.” I snarl with my lip curled up into a malicious grin. He instantly knows what I mean and takes the gun and points it at his temple and pulls the trigger. The coward’s way out, or it would be if the weapon had bullets in it. He sags down and drops the gun with a metallic clunk onto the floor.  
 
    “I'll never make it that easy for you. No, I’ll enjoy every minute of this. I’m going to make you scream for death by the time I’ve finished with you. You once showed me no mercy, and that’s the favor I’m now repaying.” The other boyevik, or soldier, in the room steps forward and hands me an axe.  
 
    “Bit by bit.” He adds with his own malevolent pleasure. I don’t know his story – I don’t care for it, either. All I know is the condemned man in front of us has destroyed our lives in equal measure, and this is revenge for us both.  
 
    “Hold his hand out.” I order, being his senior following long years of service.  
 
    My compatriot does as instructed, and I bring the axe down on scarred man’s wrist and sever his hand from his body in one blow. He screams in agony, but it does nothing to me. It doesn’t penetrate the thick exterior I’ve built up around me over the years. Little brings a reaction out of me these days. It’s as if my heart stopped beating long ago – cold and dead.  
 
    My assistant’s holding the now lifeless hand within his own. He looks toward the fire in the corner of the dank room we’re in, which is at the bottom of my Pakhan’s house. It’s way down where nobody can hear us – buried beneath soundproofing and dug out from the foundations of the elaborate Russian palace he owns. It’s bitterly cold down here, hence the fire. Without it lit, then the mist of the cold day would evaporate from our mouths every time we breathed.  
 
    “Burn it,” I instruct, and he throws the bloody hand into the crackling heat. We watch it blister and begin to disintegrate into smoky ash before turning back and repeating the process with his other hand.  
 
    “No finger prints. It will make it a lot harder to identify what’s left of your body.”  
 
    My colleague steps forward with a branding iron he’s been holding over the flames.  
 
    “Let’s cauterize those wounds before you bleed out and ruin all our fun,” he states to scarred man. I don’t think he’s listening, though, for he’s already barely conscious. That’s easy to rectify. I go to fill a bucket full of cold water, and on my return the smell of scorched flesh informs me the flow of blood from the stumps at the end of our prisoner’s arms has been stopped. I throw the water over him, and he revives with screams of pain and suffering. But it’s not enough.  
 
    “Get the pliers and remove his teeth.” I tell the other dark man in the room what he needs to do next. I’m going to remove his tattoos. “Nobody will identify you once we're done. They'll bury you in an unnamed grave without recognition for your past achievements or privilege. The ultimate insult.” I pick up a knife, which I’d carefully laid out on a side table, and cut around the tattoo of a skull resting proudly over his heart. It means he’s a murderer. I have the same image. Next, I remove the sun with seven rays shining from the glowing star. It signifies his seven years in prison, three of which I spent with him. My sun sits behind the skull with the ray’s shining out through its hollowed-out eyes. I cut away a few other pieces of ink from his skin and burn it all. His body is now disfigured, and his blood flows freely onto the floor – I make a mental note to be careful not to slip on it. The dress shoes I wear don’t provide adequate grip in these sorts of situations. My assistant finishes pulling his teeth while I sit back on a comfortable leather armchair I installed in the room just for this purpose. Scarred man is barely conscious, again. I know he must be in agony, but it still doesn’t register through my thick skin. There will never be enough pain in the world for what he did.  
 
    A putrid stench fills the room, and I know that he’s fouled himself. The body’s natural reaction to the stresses it’s placed under. For an instant, I’m back in the room where my parent’s died – the smells of their death filled the room as I was dragged from it. I shut my eyes and inhale.  
 
    “You may kill me, but you’ll never get rid of the sight of their faces as they lay dead,” Scarred man mumbles through a swelling mouth. His last tooth pulled and placed in a box ready to hand to the Pakhan as proof of his death. It’s a tradition that goes back a long way. I don’t know what he does with them afterward. If he keeps them all, he’d need a large storage case, given the amount of death this room has seen. “This will be you in a few years when he grows tired of what you can achieve for him. He’s already given you away to others, and you’ve failed to protect them. The life we lead is a circle. We are nothing but pawns to our Pakhan’s wishes. Your time will come.”  
 
    In a matter of seconds, I’m on my feet and stomping across the room having grabbed a knife from the table.  
 
    “You know what else you can identify a man from. His eyes.”  
 
    I dig the knife into his eye, and he screams. I twist it and pull the ball from the socket.  
 
    “You think these see everything. They’ve been useless for most of your life – they’ve never seen the truth before them.” I pull the bloody orb from the end of my knife and throw it into the fire. “I’m not what you made me. I’m better.” I lean in closer, so he can see me through his remaining eye. “I’m deader in my soul than you ever were. I died twenty years ago along with my parents and my professional footballer dreams. You created a devil then, and that demon is finished with your power over him. It’s time for him to rise.”  
 
    I swipe my finger over the bloody knife and then draw a cross over scarred man’s head.  
 
    “See you in hell.”  
 
    I slit his throat. He gargles for a few minutes as the life seeps out of him, and he descends into the depths of the darkness below us. I look to my assistant – his face is pale, but he looks strangely at peace.  
 
    “Get some trainees to clean up this mess. Make sure everything is burned. Char him beyond recognition and leave him to rot in an unmarked hole in the ground. He doesn’t even warrant a grave.”  
 
    I grab the box of teeth and leave the room. I’m covered in his blood, my hands bright crimson red. I don’t wash them, though. I want to wear it as a sign to all who see me – if you fuck with me, I will get you in the end. People jump out of my way as I storm through the corridor toward the Pakhan’s office.  
 
    He’s standing there with the door open, waiting for me.  
 
    “I thought I felt an evil presence leave this place.” He smirks. “I hope he suffered.”  
 
    “You’re doubting my work?” I retort, before bowing my head and handing him the box.  
 
    “I knew you’d be the right man for the job.” He motions for me to enter the room. “Sit.”  
 
    I obey. The Pakhan isn’t someone you want to ignore. I’ve been his property since they brought me into this life. I’ve been loaned out to others, most recently to Maksim Markov, but when he died, I came back here. I still speak to my friend Blaire on occasion, but I can’t reveal that, because she’s not thought of in the best light by the Russian mafia, these days. Victor Ivanov has ruled over the Ivanov Bratva for several years now. His father, also Victor, had governed previously, but the Chechnya mafia murdered him. They are our greatest rivals. I like Victor Junior as a Pakhan. He’s improved a lot of the conditions for the people in the lands he oversees. He’s got a thing for dominating woman with violence, which I don’t always agree with, but who am I to argue. He’s a big man at over six foot three, but he’s not as fit as the soldiers he uses. Over the years gluttony has expanded his waistline, and he sports a slight beer belly, now. It makes him slow, but that’s why he employs us to look after him.  
 
    “Take a seat. There’s something I want to talk to you about,” he indicates for me to sit, and he hands me a tissue to wipe away some of the blood from my hands.  
 
    “My apologies, I wanted to let you know the news straight away,” I offer by way of an explanation for my unkempt appearance.  
 
    “It’s fine.” He chuckles. “A sign you enjoy your work.”  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    “Which is what I wanted to talk to you about. With what has happened today, there’s a position available as avtoritet. It’s yours if you want it?”  
 
    “Captain.” I splutter, wondering if I heard right.  
 
    “You’re the obvious choice because you've done your time in the ranks. You’re a good organizer. The men respect you, and this”—he points to the box on his desk—“proves you have what it takes to extract punishment, when it's needed, without losing your mild manner. I can’t think of a better person.”  
 
    I’m dumbfounded. I never expected this. I thought I’d always remain a solider until I died. This is a shock, but an opportunity I won’t walk away from.  
 
    “I accept,” I reply without hesitation.  
 
    “Brilliant.” Victor rubs his hands together like an evil genius with a smug smirk on his face. “I'll have your belongings moved to the avtoritet house. Your pay rise will be immediate, and I’ll expect you to start as you mean to go on with the new position, first thing tomorrow. For tonight, though, I think a little celebration is in order.” He orders me up, and I follow him as he leaves his office, and we stalk through his house to the quarters where I know the women he owns stay. He has what he terms four ‘wives’. They are his owned whores. He can do to them the things he doesn’t do with his real wife…the one he purchased to produce his heirs. He enters the room without knocking, and the girls all stand to attention. I can’t help but see the fear on two of their faces. The other two seem eager and ready to please. They’re all covered in bruises and wear next to no clothing.  
 
    “Natasha,” he orders, and one of the two eager women step forward. “Mr. Volkov has just become an avtoritet. Why don’t you show him how much that perfect little mouth of yours likes his promotion?”  
 
    “Sir.”  
 
    Natasha sashays over. She lowers herself to her knees in front of me. I don’t want this. I’d rather go take a shower and sleep than use this woman like this. I’m not a prude. I have had my fair share of women, but she’s owned by the Pakhan, and having her mouth around my dick is something they can use against me in the future. She’s a gift, though, and I can’t say no. I nod down at her when she looks up at me, using her soulful brown eyes to request permission to undo my trousers. The Pakhan goes over to the other girls, and I watch him. He dismisses the two woman who looked terrified when we entered the room, and they scamper away. The remaining woman lowers herself to her knees in front of my boss, removes him from his trousers, and wraps her lips around his already hard cock. I feel my own trousers being opened, and my still flaccid dick being taken from my pants. If the girl is shocked by the extra adornments I have down there, she shows nothing. I need to get my head in the game. This may seem like a gift, but it’s also a test. The Pakhan is the main man. I can’t refuse his gift, but I also can’t show him up. I need to come down this bitch’s throat before he reaches his own culmination. He’s the best at everything he does. As the woman on her knees in front of me takes my dick in her mouth and tries to bring it to life, my mind focuses on the first time I had sex. I was thirteen at the time, a kid still, but it was a rite of passage that made me a man in the eyes of those I trained with. I struggled, at first, until I allowed the darkness inside me to surface. I forgot my naiveté and used the willing body that was given to me. I fucked her – I think I hit her a few times. I’m not proud of it, but it was what I needed at that moment, and she didn’t seem to care. I come back to the present, and my dick is hardening just at the thought of making this willing woman take me. I wrap my right hand around her hair and pull hard. She screams around my cock, and it jerks in her mouth. I groan when she wraps her tongue around the length and twists it up and down. I bring my left hand to her mouth and wet the dried blood that covers it before smearing it all over her face.  
 
    “Fuck.” I exclaim and then hold her head rigid, so I can punish her mouth. She’s no longer in control of this. I take over and thrust my hips furiously. She gasps for air every time I hit the back of throat and push my dick down it. I can hear my Pakhan’s breathing getting ragged, and I know he’s close. I need to hurry it the fuck up, so I drop my left hand to her neck and squeeze tight around the slender column.  
 
    I pump harder and harder. Natasha is struggling against my strength and ferocity. She’s kneeling there and taking it like a willing victim – a hole to fuck because that’s all she is in this world we live in. I feel the explosion start at the base of my spine and shoot out from my balls up to my dick. Just as I come, I slam deep into her mouth. I shut off her ability to breathe with my dick down her throat and my hand around her neck. I allow my orgasm to rip from my body, and she takes every bit because she has no choice. A second later, I hear the Pakhan coming with his own loud groan. Damn, that was close.  
 
    I pull out and Natasha gags and splutters, trying to draw air into her lungs. I don’t offer her any kindness, because that’s not how things happen around here. I put myself back in my pants and motion for her to go back to her ‘husband’. He nods approval my way. I bow my head and leave.  
 
    I’ve felt calm all day, even when killing the man who murdered my parents, but now the unease cascades through my body and settles deep within the pit of my stomach. This is my life, my future, and nothing’s changed. I’ve simply buried myself further in. Fate decreed this – it’s impossible to fight it.    
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    I’m standing naked in front of a group of men. All I have to shield myself is my long dark-black hair. I should feel shame and an overwhelming sense of fear, but this isn’t the first time my father, Manuel Ortega, has used me like this, so I stand there and wait for the inevitable to happen. We’re in the house of a man I’m told is the leader of the Ivanov Bratva. He’s an associate of my father’s, and we’re here so my father can beg for his mercy. Or rather, barter me off like some toy, again, for his needs.  
 
    “Mr. Ivanov, I can’t thank you enough for seeing me. I hope you like the present I offer in exchange for you listening to what I have to say.”  
 
    The man named Ivanov casts a disinterested eye over me, and my father turns and frowns at me in the hope that I can make myself more seductive and appealing to the man he wants to give me to. Somehow, I can’t find it within me to want to be seduced by the harsh faced Bratva Pakhan. I want to go back to my home in Mexico, but it’s not possible now, not after how we left. I don’t think we’ll ever be able to return. So many men running through my village, slaughtering and destroying everything and everyone. The screams and smells of death and burning will haunt me forever. Not that we stayed around to witness the full brutality of it all – my father had us in his helicopter and flying away from the murder scene before they could catch us. After that, we flew straight here to Russia where my father is hoping to prevail himself on Pakhan Ivanov’s mercy, given their past business relationship. Something in the man’s narrow eyes and leering grin tells me we’ll not meet with much generosity though.  
 
    “It’s pretty enough, I suppose. Is it pure, Senior Ortega?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t lie to you, sir and say she is when I’m afraid my daughter is used.”  
 
    I want to scream at them about the fact I’m standing in the room with them as they talk derogatorily about me. In my world, though, woman are tools to be bartered with. We don’t have voices, opinions, or even rights. My own mother was married to my father as part of a business deal, which allowed him to take over the southern branch of the Sonora Cartel, and when she was no longer of use, my father discarded her without care.  
 
     “Why would you offer me something which is beneath me?” The rough Russian accent draws me out of my reflection.  
 
    “I’m not beneath anyone.” I can’t stop the words falling from my mouth.  
 
    “The bitch is disrespectful as well.”  
 
    I hold my tongue at the Pakhan’s comment. I know to say anything, now, will result in a beating. He motions to a man standing over at the side of the room. I dare to take a look at the tall stranger. He must be six foot five at least and is dressed in a sharp black suit, which molds to his broad frame like a second skin. His shirt is a crisp white, and the top button is undone with no tie around his corded neck. My gaze travels further up his body to the square jawline and full lips. I lick my own because I like what I see. I flick my gaze to his eyes and find them staring back at me. The pupils are dark with only the hint of a mocha-color in the outer rim of his irises. He twists his lip up into a knowing smile, and I fluster and look straight back down at the floor. However, I can’t escape him because I hear his designer shoes click on the marbled floor as he walks closer to me. He stops directly in front of me, and his black loafers cover the spec of dirt I’d been desperately trying to focus on whilst trying to alleviate my embarrassment at being caught checking him out.  
 
    “Oliver, inspect her for me,” the Pakhan orders his employee, and the man I’d been lusting over, moments before, starts to walk around me in a slow circle. I can feel his eyes boring into my heated flesh. I can’t show evidence of the sudden arousal coursing through me. Not in front of the man my father is trying to give me too. I inhale deeply and allow my mind to drift off to my happy place where I’m not naked in front of a group of men. But I’m brought sharply back when a bruising slap lands hard on my bottom.  
 
    “Ouch.” I startle and turn around, rubbing the inflicted area. “Do that again, and I’ll…”  
 
    “You’ll what?” Oliver chuckles at me.  
 
    “I’ll… I’ll,” I know in reality there’s nothing I can do to him. I’m lucky he hasn’t added a bruise to my face to match the one I’m sure is forming on my behind for talking back to him. “You can’t touch what you don’t own, yet.” I counter and fold my arms across my chest smugly.  
 
    He raises an eyebrow at me in a manner which dares me to speak to him that way again. I growl under my breath and turn back around to face the Pakhan.  
 
    “She’s good. Pinks up nicely on all cheeks.” Oliver expresses to his boss. I can still feel myself blushing, and the tint deepens when Oliver steps even closer to me and smells the surrounding air. I try not to shudder. How the hell can one man have such a devastating effect on my disobedient body, without even touching me? “Smells good as well.” He licks his lips, and I know he’s not talking about the Chanel perfume I’m wearing. Arousal pools between my thighs, and I rub them together to try to get some friction where I need them. Damn, I’m turning into a right freak just at the thought of this handsome man staring at me. I’ve finally lost all decorum and sense. I’m not being given to him. I’m being given to the stern looking man who’s holding court over all of us.  
 
    The Pakhan clicks his fingers, and Oliver walks away. I breathe a sigh of relief with every step he takes, putting a distance between us. It allows me to think clearly again.  
 
    “I’ll accept your gift,” the Pakhan informs my father. “It’s most welcome.”  
 
    “Thank you.” My father bows his head and pushes me forward, with one hand, toward the Pakhan. I don’t want to go, so I plant my bare feet firmly on the marbled tiles. “Go girl,” my father hisses and gives me another shove. This time, I tumble forward and down onto the floor.  
 
    The Pakhan jumps to his feet.  
 
    “Don’t damage the gift before I have a chance to use it, Senior Ortega.”  
 
    “My apologies, Mr. Ivanov.”  
 
    My father holds his hands up, and I get back to my feet and scrape down invisible bruises on my knees with a scowl on my face.  
 
    “Girl.” The Pakhan curves his finger and beckons me toward him. I know I have no choice but to obey. That’s what I’m here for – to pave the way to safety for my father. Shame, at this moment, I’d rather bury him deep in the ground where I’d never have to see him again. I could bury him alive, leaving his head above the soil, and let the birds peck his eyes out. I’ve no love for the man who biologically sired me. If I could get away from him, I would, but I know the only way I’ll ever escape this is through death. A cold chill shivers over my body at the memory of another girl I’d known back in Mexico, Filipa was her name. She’d been kidnapped from her home and sold into slavery at a young age. For a short time, she was allowed to be my companion, but as I grew older, and my mother became useless as a device to please my father’s business associates, I was pulled further into that darkness. Filipa was offered up to the guards who protected my father to ‘keep her busy’ during my absence. I always remember the first time she came home bruised and bleeding. She was never the same after that. A few short months later, I found her hanging from the rafters in the stables. She’d taken her own life rather than continue with the one she’d found herself in. She knew that it was a mortal sin, and she risked eternity in hell for killing herself, but that was preferable to the hell on Earth she was facing. I don’t have the strength to make that decision myself. I must not be broken enough, not yet anyway. I swallow down my thoughts and step up closer to the Pakhan. He stands to greet me and runs his hands over my body, caressing my breasts and dipping between my thighs. He leans in when he finds my arousal from Oliver’s inspection.  
 
    “An exhibitionist.” He licks his lips. “I’ll have to remember that.” He brings his fingers up to his lips and sucks them into his mouth. “Tastes good as well, Oliver.” He chuckles, and I flush with embarrassment. Oliver doesn’t reply. He just looks directly at me with a face blank of all emotion. I wish I knew what was going on in his head. If he condones this treatment of a woman, he’s not a man I should be fantasizing about. I look away and down at the floor.  
 
    “Oliver, take her to my room and get the others to clean and prepare her. Stay with them and bring her to me when she’s ready.”  
 
    The tall and muscular stranger steps to my side and grabs my arm.  
 
    “Wait.” I still. “How long am I staying?” I always like to know because it allows me to count down the days of abuse that I will receive. It gives me hope I can go back to my father and have a peaceful life for a while.  
 
    The Pakhan looks at me and laughs. It’s not the mischievous chuckle of a few moments ago when he tasted me on his fingers. This one freezes me to the spot, and my legs weaken and threaten to collapse. Oliver grabs my arms and holds me upright. Behind the Pakhan, I see two men grab my father.  
 
    “No!” I scream and try to struggle against the strong man holding me. It’s futile, though.  
 
    The Pakhan storms over to my father and slaps him hard across the face.  
 
    “Mr. Ivanov, I don’t understand. Please.” My father spits blood out of his mouth as he tries to make sense of what is happening.  
 
    “You, Senior Ortega, are a liar and a thief. I know all about your little plan with the rest of the Sonora Cartel and with the Petrov Bratva. Install yourself within my group by relying on our past friendship, find out my secrets, and sell them on to the Petrov Bratva to allow them to destroy me. In return, the Sonora Cartel, in the north of Mexico, will give you safe passage and a home with a generous retirement package. You’ve betrayed me, the ultimate insult.”  
 
    My father’s face pales, and my legs finally give way, and I’m left dangling naked in Oliver’s arms.  
 
    The Pakhan pulls a gun from the back of his black trousers and aims it directly into the center of my father’s head. Before he has a chance to protest or plead his case, the Pakhan pulls the trigger, and the life of my father is extinguished in the shattering of his skull and with parts of his brain exploding onto the wall behind him. I gag and turn to the side, bringing up the sparse contents of my stomach. Oliver allows me to fall to my knees as I try to bring air into my lungs. My father has just been shot in the head for being a traitor. He’s dead. I wanted him dead, but not like this. I can’t breathe. I’m on the verge of hyper-ventilating and passing out. Oliver leans over me and starts to rub my back. His large warm hands sending comfort through my panic-stricken body. What happens now? Am I free? No, no. I can’t be.  
 
    “Take the body and send parts of it to his superiors at the Sonora Cartel and to Mr. Petrov himself. Tell them we do not appreciate traitors in our midst, and this is what we do to them. Inform the Sonora Cartel that I will be taking Senorina Ortega as my own to compensate for the inconvenience of having to clear her father’s brains from my brand-new marbled floor.” The Pakhan turns to me as he speaks. “To answer your question, you’ll be with me for the rest of your life – be it short or long is up to you and how much pleasure you give me.” He jerks his head toward Oliver again. “Get her out of here.”  
 
    I’m still struggling to breathe as Oliver grabs both my arms and starts to drag me out of the room. I want to cry, but no tears come. I want to scream and shout, but no sound leaves my mouth. All I can do is take a final look at my father’s body and lament my handing over from one devil to another.
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    “Let go of me!” The suddenly feisty, raven haired woman in my arms kicks out at my shin, but given she’s not wearing shoes, she’s able to do little damage to my powerful legs.  
 
    “Calm the fuck down,” I swear at her and jerk her up against the wall. Putting my weight against her, I pin her so she’s unable to move.  
 
    “Get off me,” she shouts, again. “You can’t do this.”  
 
    “Shut up.” I order, and she tries her hardest to wriggle from my clutches, but she’s no match for the superior strength I possess.  
 
    “I’m the daughter of a senior cartel member. You can’t just take me like this. There will be repercussions. They will come for you and your Pakhan. They will kill him and rescue me.”  
 
    I can’t help but laugh at that one. Nobody will come for her. They will lament the loss of her father, but not her. She’s a woman and worthless except for what’s between her legs.  
 
    “We both know that isn’t true,” I sneer.  
 
    “I’m valuable to them,” she retorts back with a smug smile on her face.  
 
    “What you mean is your father has pimped you out so many times that you think your pussy is magical to the Sonora Cartel for what it can reel in.” I laugh. “Grow up, little girl. No pussy is so magical that a cartel would risk coming to its rescue, especially if it knows it would lose good men for the cause.”  
 
    She whimpers, and I wish I could feel sorry for my harsh words, but I’m too programmed, now, to worry about anyone else but myself and my Pakhan. It’s as if killing scarred face stole the last part of my humanity and flushed it down the toilet with any remaining hope, faith, and love, following closely behind.  
 
    “I have money.” – I can’t help but roll my eyes at her words – “No, please. Don’t dismiss me. Listen. I have money. Help me escape, and when I get back to Mexico, I’ll send it to you. Hell, let me phone someone, and I’ll get it sent over now. Please... Please… Don’t give me to him.”  
 
    I push her away. No longer able to stand the pleading.  
 
    “You really don’t get it, do you?” I huff out in frustration.  
 
    “Please,” she whimpers again, and I allow my eyes to glance over her naked body. Her skin is flawless, a natural tan. Breasts just the right size for my hands to squeeze and play with. Dusky pink nipples ready for my tongue to wrap around and suck to hard peaks. I lower my perusal over her flat stomach and to her child bearing hips. A good Mexican girl with a little bit of weight on the rear. She’s stunning, and when I first saw her brought forward for an audience with the Pakhan, she’d taken my breath away. I’d been left dumfounded by her beauty and had to move my hands to cover over the front of the soft black trousers I was wearing, before those around me caught sight of the evidence that my dick longed to get to know her better. When the Pakhan had asked me to inspect her, and I smelled her arousal, I knew her body wanted to explore what I had to offer. It was as if our bodies recognized each other as potential lovers before our minds had a chance to catch up. Not that the woman in front of me could ever be my lover. She doesn’t belong to me. As if sensing my growing desire for her, Amaya drops to her knees and reaches out to touch the front of my trousers.  
 
    “I can offer you relief as well,” she stutters on a frightened pause before schooling her features. Her large blue eyes flick up to stare at me. Blue as sapphires, the seductive orbs will me to agree to her offer, but I’m lost in the color of her irises. With Mexican roots, she should surely have dark brown eyes. It’s a story I want to ask her about, but now is not the time. My dick springs to life in my trousers under her gentle touch. It’s pleading and screaming at me to agree to her wrapping those delectable lips around it.  
 
    “No.” I don’t listen to him and push her away from me, again.  
 
    I grab a handful of her hair and twist it around my wrist to pull her closely to me. She teeters on the edge of pain.  
 
    “Listen carefully, I won’t repeat myself. You need to accept your fate. Where we’re from, we don’t have any choices. We’re slaves to our masters. I accepted my destiny a long time ago, and you need to stop with the tantrums and pleading because that will only turn him on and make him hurt you more. You’re not better than anyone here. You may have been a cartel leader’s daughter and lived a life of luxury, but no longer. Your father’s brains are all over the floor out there. I can show them to you, again, if you’ve forgotten what it looks like.” I pause to allow the first part of my diatribe to penetrate her subconscious. “Here, and everywhere else in this world we exist, you’re the lowest of the low now. You’ve nobody to protect you. You’re all alone with a cunt instead of a dick. Accept that Pakhan Ivanov is better as the devil you know than the devil you don’t. Please him, offer him every hole that you have to get him off, and you’ll have a good life. Fight him…fight me, and you’ll be sold to the highest bidder – believe me there are some evil men out there. I’ve seen them with my own eyes. I’ve watched them destroy pretty little girls like you. Accept, hold your head up high, and live. I’ll not help you escape, ever!”  
 
    I drop her back down, and she rubs her head where I’ve been pulling on her roots.  
 
    “You’re a monster,” she sobs.  
 
    “No, darling. I’m the monster’s servant.”  
 
    I haul her up to her feet and without much protest, this time, pull her along the corridor toward where the other girls are imprisoned. She tugs to a halt outside the heavy wooden door.  
 
    “What now?” I growl sternly.  
 
    “Give me a minute, please.”  
 
    I shake my head and fold my arms across my chest.  
 
    “Thirty seconds.” I pull the cuff of my shirt-sleeve up to check the time on my watch. I don’t intend to play anymore games with her. She has precisely thirty seconds, and then she’s going in that room, to prepare herself for her future.  
 
    She rubs her hands down her face and wipes the tears from her eyes. Running her fingers through the ends of her hair, she tries to tidy up the long black locks. She looks down at her naked body to inspect for any patches of dirt and flicks a piece of fluff off her knee. She’s finally understanding what I’ve been telling her – there’s no point in fighting the inevitable. She clears her throat with a soft cough.  
 
    “I’m ready.”  
 
    I shield the PIN pad at the side of the door and tap in a code to open it.  
 
    “Go and get the other girls to prepare you. They have clothes and various other things that women need. I’ll be back when he calls for you.”  
 
    She nods, understanding.  
 
    I flick my hand to order her to enter the room. As she does, she turns back to me.  
 
    “Oliver.”  
 
    My breath catches in my throat as she uses my name. It sounds beautiful, tumbling from her lips.  
 
    “Yes,” I cough out a strained reply.  
 
    “You may think you’re dead inside, but I can see the truth. It’s written in your eyes, the way the fire of passion burns inside them.” She lowers her head and takes a step into the room. “It’s just directed in the wrong way.” 
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    As soon as I enter the room, I’m greeted by four other girls. One looks to be a few years older than my twenty-five years while the others look to be a similar age.  
 
    “Hi,” The older girl who is short with bouncy, brown curls greets me and takes my hand. “Let’s put something on you. It’s not the warmest today. You must be freezing. It took me forever to get used to the Russian winters. Coming from Costa Rica, it was a definite temperature shock. I’m Rea.”  
 
    Another girl steps up with a cloak and wraps it around my shoulders.  
 
    “I’m Natasha.” She smiles and looks across to the two other girls who are cowering in the corner of the room.  
 
    “That’s Zola and Irina. They’re sisters and haven’t been here long.” Natasha looks down at the ground. “It can take some getting used to if it’s not the background you’ve come from.”  
 
    “I’m Amaya.” I tell them my name and look around the room we’re in. In other circumstances, it could be the living quarters of a princess. The high vaulted ceilings are painted with decorative art, depicting signs from the Bible or some other time in history. Luxurious furniture tastefully adorns the room along with a television, several bookcases full of books, and facilities for the preparation of hot drinks. Rea must realize I’m taking in my new surroundings, for when I notice doors leading off from the room, she takes my hand and walks me over to one of them.  
 
    “They go to our bedrooms. We each have our own. The Pakhan likes to have us privately, sometimes,” she explains and opens the door for me. I shudder at the mention of the man who now owns me.  
 
    “This will be your room. It was assigned to Irina when she first came, but the Pakhan agreed that she and Zola could share.  
 
    “Thank you.” I pop my head in to look at the room. I don’t know why I expected a dismal dark dungeon, but I’m greeted by a beautifully decorated room. A wardrobe and chest of drawers carved from oak sit in the corner, and in the middle of the room, pushed against the far wall, is a four-poster bed with drapes of a blue so deep it matches the color of my eyes. Blue has always been my favorite color, and this room is perfect for me.  
 
    “We’re comfortable,” Rea tells me. I sense there’s more she wants to say, but I’m not ready to hear it yet.  
 
    “Do we have clothes?” I question.  
 
    “The Pakhan provides for us. His choices are in the wardrobe.” She fiddles nervously with the small piece of fabric which covers her body. The cloak wrapped around me covers more flesh than her bright yellow dress, which dips low at her chest and is cut on a bias around her curvy hips. “He likes us to look nice. He has guests drop by at all times of the day, so it’s important that we’re ready should we be required. One of us tends to take a night shift if needs be. I’m not unhappy here. I’m safe.”  
 
    I look directly at one of the bruises on her wrist, sitting next to it, is a scar which looks suspiciously like a burn.  
 
    “It’s better than where I was before.” She moves her hand, so it covers the old injury, and I nod in reply before entering my room.  
 
    “Do you want help?” Rea asks.  
 
    “No. I need some time alone,” I respond.  
 
    “We’re here if you need us.” Rea turns away, and I close the door.  
 
    I take a deep breath and let the tears I’ve been holding back fall. I sink down to the floor and weep for the loss of my father. I cry for my future, but most of all, I lament the fact I’m not the only one that this is happening to. There are four other girls on the other side of my wooden door who’ve suffered, and still do, at the hands of men. We shouldn’t be used as toys to bargain with, but we were born into the wrong life, and this is the fate we must suffer.  
 
    When the tears finally stop falling, I wipe down my face and get to my feet. The bed calls to me. Maybe if I fall asleep, I won’t have to wake up again. I’m not that lucky. Oliver’s words flitter through my mind.  
 
    ‘Fight him, fight me, and you’ll be sold to the highest bidder – believe me there are some evil men out there. I’ve seen them with my own eyes. I’ve watched them destroy pretty little girls like you. Accept, hold your head up high, and live.’ 
 
    The Pakhan will call for me soon. If I crawl into the bed and hope for death, then he’ll have won. What they are asking of me is no different to the life I’ve lived before. Open my legs, let the man get off, and return to the comfort of my room. I snort a soft laugh. The surroundings here are even better than my old home. Plus, they don’t include my father pretending he loves me. I know I’m nothing more than a toy to the Pakhan – I’ve no illusions of love. Oliver was right. I must accept, hold my head up, and live. In a few small steps, I’m across the room and opening the wardrobe, which creaks on its antique hinges. Inside is nothing but skimpy dresses, bustiers, and sky-high shoes. It doesn’t surprise me. The Pakhan isn’t the sort of man to understand sexual allure without the flashing of plenty of flesh. I run my fingers over the silky, sequined fabric until I reach a peacock blue dress. I pull it out. It’s encrusted with matching colored sequins over a bodice. The skirt tapers down to the ground, but with a long slit up to the navel. I shut the wardrobe doors and hang the dress up on the outside. Opening the drawers of the chest I find it’s full of matching thongs and bras. I don’t need a bra with the dress. The bodice will keep my small cup breasts in place, but I’m not going in without underwear. I grab two pairs of blue panties and hold them up against the dress. One of them matches better than the other. I disregard the one that doesn’t quite fit. Slipping the cloak from my shoulders, I quickly step into the panties and pull them up my legs I’d waxed this morning before coming here. They fit perfectly. I pull the dress over my head and allow it to tumble down over my curves. There’s a mirror in the corner of the room, allowing me to see that the dress suites me perfectly. If the circumstances were different, this would be the ideal dress for an illicit romantic meal with a lover. One where we’re hidden away in the corner of a room, playing with each other under the table while a stern-faced waiter serves us exquisite foods like lobster and caviar. I run my hands over the dress. Those thoughts will always remain a dream for me, though. Never a reality.  
 
    Just as I finish doing my hair and touching up the minimal make-up I wear, there’s a knock at the door.  
 
    “Come in,” I shout, and Natasha pushes the door open.  
 
    “Your presence is requested.”  
 
    “The Pakhan?” I ask.  
 
    She nods.  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    I take a final look in the mirror and inwardly whisper to myself, ‘head held high, head held high’, before getting to my feet and slipping them into a pair of silk blue sandals I also found in the wardrobe earlier. The heels click on the marbled floor when I walk toward Natasha and the door.  
 
    “Do they go easy on you your first time?”  
 
    “No.” She shakes her head.  
 
    “Thank you for being honest.”  
 
    I hope it’s Oliver who’s come to get me, but my wish is dashed when I see one of the other guards. He’s nose is crooked like it’s been broken previously. His eyes are close together, and it gives him a stern appearance.  
 
    “I’m ready,” I tell him  
 
    “About time. The Pakhan doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”  
 
    He grabs my arms and drags me, teetering in the heels, along behind him. I wished now I’d chosen to be bare foot. I spend most of my time in either flats or without shoes, so it’s difficult to keep upright and not slip.  
 
    “Get a move on,” the man orders me, and I shoot murderous thoughts into the back of his head. If only they could come true, then he’d be a bloody mess on the floor.  
 
    “I’m going as fast as I can,” I tell him. He stops, spins around, and punches me in the stomach before dragging me doubled-over in agony down the corridor again.  
 
    “Don’t answer me back, whore.”  
 
    He kicks open a door and pulls me into a dimly lit room. The smell of cigar smoke instantly assaults me, and I cough. The man pushes me down onto the floor.  
 
    “Keep your mouth shut and head down,” he orders and clears his throat. “Pakhan, sir. The girl is here.”  
 
    I try to look up, but the man’s hand on my head prevents me from moving.  
 
    “Was she causing trouble?” The deep timbre of the man who owns me sends shivers down my spine.  
 
    “You know these whores, sir. Never ready when you tell them to be.”  
 
    The Pakhan laughs.  
 
    “I’m glad to hear that she wants to look good for me and our guests. You can go, Andrei. Thank you.”  
 
    “Sir.” The man removes his hand from my head, and I twist it slightly to see him backing out of the room. Good riddance, I curse silently.  
 
    “Gentlemen, I’d like to introduce you to my new possession. I acquired her, today. Senor Ortega’s unfortunate demise left her with no protector. It was only right that I embrace my duty to her.”  
 
    Jerk!  
 
    “You’re such a good man, Ivanov. Many would have left her to fend for herself on the streets of Moscow.” Another man chuckles before the others join in.  
 
    “We all know she’d already be dead if I did that. Pakhan Kuznetsova doesn’t have a high tolerance for the Mexicans.”  
 
    “Definitely.” Glasses chink together in a toast.  
 
    “On your feet, girl,” the Pakhan orders. I slowly rise and lift my head up. There are three men in the room.  
 
    “Very pretty,” one of them offers.  
 
    “I’m afraid she’s not, physically, on the menu tonight. Natasha and Rea will be here later for that. I haven’t had the chance to personally sample her, yet, but I’m sure she could give us all a show.”  
 
    “Of course.” Both men nod agreement, and I can’t help but let out a little sigh of relief that I’m not to be taken by all three tonight.  
 
    “Remove your dress,” the Pakhan orders. I don’t have a death wish, so even though every part of me is screaming to ignore him, I do it. The beautiful material pools by my feet on the floor, and I shut my eyes to block out the sight of the men, staring lustfully at me. Big mistake. A punch is thrown into my face, and I’m sent flying onto the floor. Sharp shooting pain rings around my head, and I’m sure I’m seeing stars.  
 
    “I did not tell you to close your eyes. You’ll keep them open and watch us appreciate your feminine form.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whisper, swaying slightly to get back to my feet. The metallic taste of blood fills my mouth, and I realize I must have bitten my lip, or it was injured by the punch.  
 
    “A perfect color for her.” One of the men laughs and runs his finger across my lip, smearing the blood.  
 
    “Thank you, sir.” I offer him, and the Pakhan smiles at me.  
 
    “Good girl.” I swallow down the bile in my throat at his comment. He doesn’t sense my disgust, though, for his attention is focused on my breasts and the way they feel under his kneading hand. I stand rigid against his attention. “Show me how you like to have your breasts touched?”  
 
    I don’t move and receive another punch to the face for my troubles. More blood drips down my face. This time from what I suspect is a cut on my cheek. Reluctantly, I move my hand to my breast and trace around the nipple before pinching the tip.  
 
    “That’s better.” The Pakhan cups himself over his trousers. I look over his shoulders at the other two men, and they already have their dicks in their hands and are jerking the erected lengths.  
 
    “Send her lower,” one of them suggests, and the Pakhan raises an eyebrow at me. I see him clench his fist ready to hit me again. I’m not falling into that trap. My hand instantly slides down over my stomach and to my shaved pussy. I dip into the folds and stroke at my core.  
 
    “Yes,” one of the men exclaims and jerks himself harder.  
 
    The Pakhan keeps his eyes locked with mine while he lowers his own trousers and brings his dick into his hand. I want to look down at it but won’t give him the satisfaction of my curiosity. If I did, he’d probably think it was because I wanted it, but in reality, it’d be to make sure it’s not disease ridden or, as I suspect, nonexistent.  
 
    “You will come for us, Amaya. I want to see how you look when you’re bound by the pleasure you will feel from me.”  
 
    “I…” I start to speak to tell him that I don’t come on demand, but the cuts and bruises on my face are a reminder of what answering back receives. “I’ll try, sir.”  
 
    “Succeed,” he offers in a voice that’s soft but laced with punishment if I fail.  
 
    I stroke myself quicker, but my body is fighting back against the situation it finds itself in. I’m dry to the touch, and the friction causes more pain than pleasure. I need to think. I could fake it. I let out a soft moan.  
 
    “I’ll know if you fake,” the Pakhan interrupts my thought process. Shit, Shit, Shit!  
 
    “May I close my eyes?” I ask, a sudden image flashing across my mind of Oliver inspecting me. “I want to listen to you and by depriving myself of sight, it allows my other senses to take over.  
 
    “This once. Open them when you come, though.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,”  
 
    I shut my eyes tightly and allow more thoughts of Oliver to invade my mind. How can a man I barely know, and only briefly spoken to, fill me with emotions so crazy that they’ll allow me to come in a room of men who want to abuse and degrade me? They do, though, and I feel the wet heat starting to pool between my thighs, and I stroke myself. I dip a finger inside to gather more of my juices and rub harder and faster at my clit while imagining it’s Oliver touching me. Before long, I’m coming. I force my eyes open when my body starts to shudder with pleasure. The Pakhan and both men are directly in front of me. One of them pushes me to the floor, and instantly, all three come over my naked flesh. Their essence spurts onto my face, down my neck, and over my breasts. They mix together and brand me a toy for their pleasure. My orgasm fades, and I’m left with nothing but a hollow feeling inside. 
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    I breathe in slowly while I push up on the bar connected to two, two-hundred-pound weights and exhale when I lower it into the hands of my spotters. I repeat several more times with the muscles of my powerful arms rippling and straining from the exertion they are under.  
 
    “Enough,” I tell the two soldiers, and they place the bar back in its holder and proceed to strip down the weights while I slide from the bench, grab a towel, and wipe the sweat from my body and the seat. “Thank you,” I tell them before heading over to the water fountain to rehydrate after a tough work out. I don’t know why, but I felt the need to test myself tonight. I’d run longer on the treadmill than I’d done in a long time. Mile after mile, my feet had pounded the rotating floor until I looked down and found I had completed 9.9 miles in just under an hour. A new record for me. I was more of a sprinter so was pretty impressed with that pace. Next up, I lifted weights with my legs and then my arms until the lactic acid in them burned so badly I nearly collapsed on the weight bench. I start to stretch out when a soldier comes running into the room. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb you, sir, but we need you,” he addresses me. 
 
    “What is it?” I stand up and throw the sweaty towel toward a bin while grabbing another.  
 
    “The new girl. The Pakhan has returned her to her room, but she needs to be cleaned up and stitched. She’s refusing to let anyone in. I thought it would be best to get you rather than him, he’s busy with his associates and Natasha and Rea. 
 
    I run a hand across my head in frustration. I knew the moment I saw her she was going to be trouble. Not least because my dick instantly came alive at her presence, and it never does that. But she had a spirit that, despite her initial shock at her father’s death, was still very much evident in her words to me about not being dead inside. Who was she to tell me something like that? I know myself better than she does. My heart is black and thickened from the scars of the crimes I’ve committed. I am never going to feel again. She is such an idiot and needs to be put in her place. 
 
    “You did the right thing,” I tell the solider, knowing that if he disturbed the Pakhan for something like this, both the girl and solider would’ve been on the end of a savage beating. “I’ll deal with it at once.”  
 
    I follow him as he runs through the corridors. My legs are exhausted from the workout and protest at yet more exercise, but I can’t look weak in front of a solider. It would plant the seeds of doubt and lead to my downfall. I have to be the strongest, the fastest, and the best. There is no choice! 
 
    As we get closer to the girl’s room I can hear Amaya swearing at someone – I suspect it is a doctor. 
 
    “Touch me with that needle, and I’ll rip it from your hands and dig it into your eye.” I can’t help but smirk because I get the sense from my brief encounter with her that she’d give it a damn good go if she got half the chance.  
 
    I step into the room and everything goes quiet.  
 
    “Everyone out. Zola, Irina go to your room,” I order. People quickly scramble away at my authority. Next to the Pakhan, I’m the highest authority in this place, and if they disobey me, they know they are in serious trouble. When they all leave, I’m left with the sight of Amaya standing in the center of the room. She’s naked except for a thong, but that covers very little. Her face is covered in blood, and it’s dripping down her neck and trailing a path over her chest. I wince when I see the dried cum that marks her flesh. My chest suddenly feels tight as though there’s a pain where my heart is. It’s an alien feeling, and not something I’m used to. It makes it hard to breath, but I shake it off, assuming it’s something I’ve pulled during my training. Stomping forward, I stare down Amaya with a look that tells her not to test me. 
 
    “Sit,” I command her, and she instantly drops into a wooden chair at the table next to her. I put my hand on the top of her head and tilt it up to get a better look at her wound. “Why won’t you let the doctor stitch it?” 
 
    “No needles,” she stutters. “Please.” 
 
    “Why?” I let go of her head and reach for a blanket on the sofa before throwing it at her. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “You either tell me why no needles, or I will hold you down while the doctor puts the stitches in.” I pull a chair up next to her, reach over to the table, pick up a wipe and dip it into a bowl of antiseptic fluid.  
 
    “Please, Oliver.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow at her to tell her I won’t tolerate her calling me by my name. 
 
    “Please don’t force me, sir,” she repeats. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Amaya, but you have to learn the hard way.” I put the wipe to her face where the cut is, and she winces at the sting of the fluid. 
 
    “I hate you. I hate you all.” 
 
    “Deflection tactics won’t work either.” I get a fresh wipe and repeat the process while she sits there with her lips pursed tightly together. “You’ve got until I’ve finished cleaning this to make your mind up. I mean what I say. You will be held down while he does it.” 
 
    “Fine.” She huffs and pulls the blanket around her shoulders to cover her body. I allow myself to relax a little because her curves were distracting me. “It comes from my mother. My father, when he was displeased with her, used to have her pumped full of drugs to keep her manageable.” 
 
    “There will be no drugs attached to this needle. You can see that for yourself. It’s purely to fix the cut on your cheek and stop it from bleeding.” 
 
    “I understand that. I’m not stupid. It’s an irrational fear. But the needle could be dipped into the drugs for all I know. That’s where my fear comes from. I just don’t want needles of any sort anywhere near my skin.” 
 
    “Ok.” I shrug. 
 
    “Ok?” she questions.  
 
    I don’t answer her, preferring to look through the medical kit that the doctor has on the table. I find some steri-strips and pull them out.  
 
    “It might leave a bit more of a scar, but I can use these instead.” 
 
    Amaya’s eyes open wide at my suggestion. 
 
    “But I thought?” 
 
    “Thought what?” I ask and peel a strip from the pack and lean in to pull the skin of her cheek together before attaching it to the flesh. 
 
    “I thought you would force me to have them.”  
 
    I laugh at her suggestion. 
 
    “I’m not a monster, Amaya. You don’t like needles – I’m not going to force you to be stitched up by one when steri-strips are just as good.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she whispers while I place another strip to her cheek. The wound isn’t deep, but I’m guessing that the Pakhan hit her and cut the tender flesh with the ring he wears, which signifies his authority.  
 
    “If I were a monster like those around me, I’d get pleasure out of seeing you suffer and want to inflict more of that on you. I’m not though, so I might as well use the steri-strips.” 
 
    “You’re not like the others, because you have a heart. You could help me escape this place.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh at that one. 
 
    “I think you mistake my meaning. I don’t get any pleasure out of seeing you suffer because, despite what you believe, I’m dead inside. Seeing people hurt does nothing for me, anymore.” I finish with the strips and tilt her head sideways to examine my handiwork. She may end up with a scar where the flesh has come together, but there’s little that I can do about that. She’ll be covered in a lot more scars before the Pakhan has finished with her. She only needs to look at the other girls to establish that.  
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second,” Amaya insists while I get to my feet. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you believe. It doesn’t change anything,” I reply and start to collect all the medical equipment together. “Do you have any other wounds?” 
 
    “Don’t try and change the subject, Oliver.” 
 
    “Sir, Amaya. You call me, sir. Don’t forget your place.” 
 
    She laughs, and I feel the hairs on the back of my neck prick up with both irritation and desire because the sound is beautiful in a world filled with screams. 
 
    “You deny who you are. What you are. You say you’re a monster, but I’ve known you less than twenty-four hours, and I’ve seen the truth already. Do you really think that you’ll be able to keep hiding it from everyone? One day, the façade you maintain, protecting whatever delusion you have this is the only path you can follow, will fall.” 
 
    “I tell you what. Why don’t we have this conversation again in a few months. You can tell me then that I’m right about what I say. Just look at Irina and Zola.” I make sure she knows I’m not going to listen to her crap anymore. I deposit the medical equipment back in the doctor’s bag and pick it up. “Go wash yourself off. You’re sitting there with the cum of numerous men on you just like the whore you are.” 
 
    I’m done with this conversation and head toward the door, intending to give the doctor back her bag and finally get a shower, when a cup comes flying past my head and smashes into the wall in front of me, before falling to the floor. 
 
    “What the fuck!”  
 
    “You bastard!” Amaya screams when I turn around and scowl at her. Dropping the doctor’s bag, I’m moved across the room in a few short steps and have my hands around her throat, backing her up until she hits the wall behind her. 
 
    “Don’t you ever throw something at me again.” 
 
    She doesn’t reply, just purses her lips and glares at me. She’s not even scared that I’ve my hand around her throat and could snap her neck like a twig if I squeezed a little harder. 
 
    “Whatever game you’re trying to play with me stops now. I’ll never help you get free, because this has been my life since the age of eight, and I know nothing different.  The person you think I am died the day he tried to shoot his father and saw his mother raped and murdered. You think my heart is able to feel anything? You need to grow the fuck up, or you’ll be dead before the month is out. You disrespect me again, and I’ll have you beaten because I can.” 
 
    I let her go and she slides down to the floor rubbing at her neck. Her eyes are still focused on me with a fire burning behind them. 
 
    “All hope ends now,” I finally inform her. But she shakes her head. 
 
    “You may tell yourself these lies every time you look in the mirror, but I couldn’t. How you can live like this, I’ll never understand.” 
 
    She pushes to her feet, and before I have a chance to say anything more, she disappears into her room. I look down at the floor and take a few minutes to compose myself. I’m shaking. Why am I letting this woman get to me? She’s nothing but another toy for the Pakhan to play with, and I’ll be invited to stick my dick in her mouth the next time I please my boss. Mind you, with how feisty she is at the moment, I’d be reluctant to put my dick anywhere near her in case she tries to bite it off. I need a drink, anything to get this woman out of my head. It’s been a long day, but tomorrow will be better – I can go back to my worthless existence until the day my luck finally runs out.  
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    I mark off another day on the wall of my room. I’ve been here exactly thirty days – a whole month of hell and torture. I drew the first line after my argument with Oliver on the night I arrived here. I wanted to see how long it would take him to break. I thought two weeks, but he’s withdrawn further into himself, since that day. I barely see him unless it’s to take me to the Pakhan or some other event where I’m required to be a performing monkey. I know he’s not as unfeeling as he believes. I saw it in his eyes on the first day. Why won’t he help me escape? Is he unwilling because he is truly scared of what the repercussions would be?  I’m starting to think his heart really is black, and I simply saw in him what I wanted to see and what, in reality, isn’t really there. His words about shooting his father and seeing his mother raped and murdered haunt me. He’s not the man I thought him to be, and the error has cost me. 
 
    I can’t dwell on him, though. I need to look for some other way to escape. One of the other guards will have a weakness I can exploit. I’ve searched the rooms I’ve been in a few times, but I’ve been unable to find a way out without it leading into the path of several armed men with lewd sneers and heckles. This place is like a fortress. 
 
    I place the pen back in my drawer and push it shut. The rest of the apartment I share with the other girls has been quiet this morning. I know that Zola and Irina were called upon by the Pakhan late last night. Rea told me that he’d had an argument with his wife and was in a foul mood. She felt sorry for the Russian sisters and for all they’d received at his hands. The girls had never really settled into this life. They’d come from a strict catholic family, and what they are doing is wrong in their eyes, but they have no choice. The moral ethics of the life they were forced to lead weighs heavily on them. I told Rea I’d come and help her clean them up when they were returned, but I must have fallen asleep because I’d woken around five and everyone was sleeping. That was an hour ago, and I’ve tried to be as quiet as possible since then, but I really want a cup of coffee. On tiptoes, I make my way out into the kitchen area and set the kettle onto boil. I pull the instant coffee out of the cupboard and put two teaspoons into a mug. I don’t take sugar, because I like the bitterness of the caffeinated beverage. A splash of milk is all I need. The kettle finishes boiling, and I pour the hot water into the mug and bring the full roasted drink up to my nose to inhale the refreshing aroma. I let out a little moan of pleasure. Coffee and chocolate are my weakness. Whoever invented mocha deserves to be lauded with praise for evermore.  
 
    “If it’s that good, I think I’ll get you to make me one.” The deep masculine voice comes from behind me. I jump in shock and push the cup away from me as it slips from my hand, ensuring I don’t get the scalding liquid all over me. “Shit,” the voice exclaims, and I look around to see Oliver rising from one of the armchairs in the corner and coming over to me. The room is still dark, and the curtains drawn, so I didn’t see him when I entered, too focused on needing a drink. “Did you get any on you?” he asks me and looks me up and down. 
 
    “No,” I reply with my hand placed over my heart, trying to stop the rapid beating and prevent a potential heart attack from the intrusion.  
 
    “Amaya.” Natasha’s voice comes from her bedroom door. She’s wearing next to nothing and standing there rubbing her eyes. She’s squinting at us like she’s trying to focus on what’s happening. “Are you ok?” she asks. 
 
    “Yes, sorry. I dropped my coffee.” Oliver grabs a tea-towel and starts to wipe up the steaming liquid.  
 
    “Go back to bed,” Oliver orders, and Natasha pauses for a second before realizing it would be futile to argue. She steps back into her room and closes the door after her.  
 
    “You scared the life out of me.” I place my hands on my hips and stare down at Oliver who’s at my feet collecting together the larger pieces of the broken cup. He looks up at me with his big brown eyes full of mischief. 
 
    “You scare far too easily.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. 
 
    “Is it any wonder given my circumstance.” 
 
    He groans and goes back to collecting up the porcelain. 
 
    “Don’t,” he says. 
 
    “Don’t what?” I go to step forward, but he stops me. 
 
    “Stay still. There are tiny shards, and you’re barefoot. Go get some slippers on and then make more coffee. I’m black with one sugar.” I don’t move. He ignored my question. 
 
    “Don’t what?” I ask again.  
 
    He gets to his feet. He’s a giant compared to me. I crane my neck to look up at him while he towers over me. 
 
    “I’ve had a shit night. Spent most of it trying to get a few hours’ sleep in that chair”–he points over to where he was sitting when he scared me– “while making sure Zola and Irina survive it without doing something stupid. So please, right now, don’t go on about me not being a monster and don’t ask me to help you escape. I need coffee, and you want it as well. Go get some shoes on while I clean the rest of this mess up and then come back and make us some. Just give me normality for a few moments and behave.” 
 
    I go to open my mouth to say something. I’m not sure what. I want to shout well boohoo to him for assisting the man who has hurt Irina and Zola, and I want to ask how the girls are, but I fear the answer. I decide, instead, to return to my room where I place a pair of soft faux fur lined slippers on my feet. When I come back to the kitchen, Oliver has cleared away the spilled drink and is getting two more cups out of the cupboard. I watch him for a moment as he spoons exactly two teaspoons into each cup before placing sugar in one, milk in the other, and adding hot water to both. He brings one of the cups up to his nose and sniffs. A smile crosses my lips – I could get him back for scaring me, but he turns around and smiles at me, instead. 
 
    “Sorry. Payback isn’t happening today. I think Natasha will be pretty pissed off if we wake her again by smashing more cups.” 
 
    “I’ll just have to wait for another day.” 
 
    He holds a coffee out for me, and I go to take it. As he hands the cup over, my hand brushes against his, and at his touch, I feel a bolt of electricity surge through me. But Oliver pulls away and goes back to sit on his chair. I stand there feeling slightly awkward. Can I sit with him, or should I return to my room? He makes the decision for me, though, when he asks, 
 
    “What was Mexico like? I’ve heard the beaches are beautiful, and there are really wonderful sunsets.” 
 
    I cock my head toward him when he sits back, brings one of his strong legs up over the other, and takes a sip of the hot drink without even flinching. 
 
    “I lived on the east coast. We had spectacular sunrises,” I reply and pad lightly through the kitchen area before taking a seat on a chair near to him. “But the beaches are stunning with water as clear as glass, sand as white as snow, and sky as blue as the color of cornflowers. It’s a beautiful country, but like most places, it has its drawbacks. It can be really hot in the summer – too hot to even leave the house without becoming covered in sweat and resembling a drenched rat.” 
 
    “Pleasant.” He chuckles, “Are you cold here?”  
 
    “In Russia?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “It was a shock at first. The temperature is vastly different. I’m not looking forward to the depths of winter although it’ll be nice to see snow.” I go silent and stare down into my coffee.  I’ve not been outside since I came here, so I don’t even know if I’ll be allowed out to see the crystalized flakes when they start to fall in a few months.  
 
    “Rea likes the snow. She hadn’t seen it before either. The Pakhan took her and Natasha up to his country retreat a few years back when it was winter. He wanted to get away from his wife who was heavily pregnant and thoroughly miserable. They seemed to have had a good trip – I was assigned to another role, at the time, in England.” 
 
    It’s now Oliver’s turn to go silent and stare at his cup, willing his coffee to swallow him up in a comfort blanket that’s strong enough to keep away the bad memories.  
 
    “Your name?” I’m hesitant to ask him the question that comes to my mind, but it’s something I’ve thought about for a while now. “It’s not traditionally Russian.” 
 
    “I’m English,” he replies curtly. 
 
    “But your accent? It’s heavy with Russian.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be.” he answers me, but this time his velvety voice sounds British in origin.  
 
    “You hide it?” My own accent has Spanish flourishes, but we are speaking in English, and I barely know a word of Russian. 
 
    “I came to Russia when I was eight years old. Over the years, the accent has crept in because of the people I’m around. If I hang around with you long enough, I’ll probably pick up Spanish flares.” 
 
    I laugh because I can’t imagine him pronouncing a slurred ‘r’ or lisped ‘z’. It wouldn’t suit the hard-set features of his face. He’s not what I would call flamboyant when he speaks unlike many native Spanish speakers.  
 
    “Is it that funny?” 
 
    “No. I just think Russian probably suits you better.” 
 
    “Cold and calculating.” 
 
    “Something like that.” I quickly take a sip of my coffee. It’s cooled down enough for me to drink now. Oliver’s cup is nearly finished. He must have an asbestos tongue to be able to drink coffee that hot and that fast.  
 
    “What happened to your mother?” he asks me, and I suck in a breath of chilled air at the thought of her.  
 
    “I…er… No puedo.” I stutter – the emotions surrounding my mother and her death, swirl in my head like a typhoon of pain.  
 
    “English.” Oliver’s tone causes me to shudder. It’s demanding. 
 
    “I can’t,” I repeat, this time in a language he’ll understand. 
 
    He sighs and places his coffee mug on the table next to his chair before looking directly at me. 
 
    “I was born in England. My mother and father traveled there when they found out she was pregnant with me. I didn’t know any of this until after they died. My father was Russian and a member of the Ivanov Bratva. My mother was British. I barely remember their faces because it’s been so long.” He pauses, and I lean forward on my chair, wanting to hear more of his story. “You don’t escape the Bratva that easily. My father owed them, and the price was me. They collected.” 
 
    “They took you and killed your parents?” I gasp. 
 
    “Yes.” I watch as Oliver lowers his head and brings one of his hands up to fiddle with the cuff link in his shirt.  
 
    “Why stay here?” I ask without thinking. 
 
    He jerks his head up. His eyes darken but not with anger, more with the sadness of regret. 
 
    “I remember the fields surrounding the little thatched roof cottage I was born in. It was close to five hundred years old. Cows and sheep roamed the surrounding fields, and a cockerel woke us every morning at the crack of dawn. At least, I think that’s what I remember. I was eight when I left.” Oliver shuts his eyes while he speaks. It’s as if he’s trying to bring the memories to the surface again rather than allowing them to remain in the background. I do the same when I want to imagine my mother. I place my half-drank coffee down and slip onto my knees in front of him. I place my hands on his thighs, and he opens his eyes and looks down at me. He brings a hand up and runs it over my hair to take the comfort I offer him. “You ask why I stay here. The answer is simple, because it’s easier. It’s a regulated life that you can’t escape from. No matter where you go, they will find you and…” He trails off, and I lay my head into his lap wanting to take away the pain I know he’s feeling over the loss of his parents. He strokes my hair again, and I feel him bend over and press his lips to the back of my head. My breath hitches, and I sit up. Oliver’s staring at me, and all I can see are his lips. He licks them, and I want to kiss him. The urge is stronger than anything I’ve ever felt before. We move in closer but jump back when the door opens and another one of the guards comes in.  
 
    “Thank fuck,” the solider exclaims. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere, sir.” 
 
    “What is it?” Oliver gets to his feet – a stern frown marks his brow. 
 
    “We found him, and the Pakhan wants him dealt with immediately,” the soldier informs Oliver. The man I was about to kiss a few moments ago looks down at me with the darkness of regret back in his eyes.  
 
    “I have to go.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Thank you for my coffee.” I say to him. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” He smiles at me. “Try to be more aware of your surroundings, next time. If you’d dropped the first mug on you, it would’ve burned.” 
 
    “I will.” I get up to my feet and start to head back to my room. 
 
    “Is she the only one who is up?” the soldier asks, and an eerie feeling of cold cascades through my body. 
 
    “Yes, why?” Oliver responds. 
 
    “The Pakhan asked me to bring one of the girls back. The mood he’s in, Rea would probably be better, but if she’s the only one up, then she’ll have to do.” 
 
    I gulp when Oliver turns to me, his eyes are wide, but he doesn’t say anything. What can he say? Remaining in Russia is easier. His mouth moves like he wants to say no…or yes, but he can’t. He’s frozen with indecision, so I make it for him. 
 
    “Let Rea sleep. I’ll go. I won’t give him any trouble.” 
 
    I step toward the guard who is about to lead me to untold pain and torture, but before I leave the room with him, I stop and turn to Oliver. 
 
    “My mother was murdered by my father. She was of no use to him anymore, so he had her killed by a heroin overdose. The truth was, she’d never touched the stuff unless he injected it into her. She was a fabulous mother. The best. I miss her every day but know I’ll meet her again soon, when my usefulness is at its end.” 
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    OLIVER 
 
      
 
    I send my fist into the face of the pervert in front of me, but it’s not him I’m thinking about. It’s the Pakhan and what he’ll be doing to Amaya at the moment. I’ve tried so hard not to allow her to get under my skin, but she’s done it so subtly with her beauty, wit, and need for my protection. I’m completely under her spell. I want nothing more than the man in front of me to be exchanged for my Pakhan. That thought alone would get me brutally killed if it were voiced. I need to suppress this – get over it. I steel myself with a deep breath and send another punishing punch into his face. His nose cracks with blood splattering across his face and over the front of my crisp white shirt. I savor the pained groan that comes from him. This man is sick. He raped the Pakhan’s niece-in-law. She’s only fourteen years old. He’s a fucking perv, and he’ll die like one.   
 
    One of the soldiers gives me a hammer, and I swing it between my hands.  
 
    “Did you really think you’d get away with this?” 
 
    “It wasn’t about getting away with it.” He chuckles. “It was about getting my dick wet.” 
 
    “A dick you’re going to lose before the day is out,” I sneer back and swing the hammer fast and into his left kneecap. The bone smashes under the strength of the blow, and it’s eerie crack fills the room. We aren’t in the mansion. This is where we bring the people who really need punishing. The screams from what we’re about to do would be heard in the house despite the soundproofing. That’s how violent this will get before the night is out. The man screams. It’s involuntary and a natural reaction to the pain that cascades through his body. He’s not a small man by any measure, but in my presence, he’s dwarfed. Three other soldiers stand within the room. They’re the men who found him and brought him here. Their reward was to administer the first injuries – a broken nose, a swollen eye, split lip, and tattoos removed from his skin, but I get the kill. I’m the avtoritet. The deadliest person next to the Pakhan. Nobody tries to take away this authority from me. They all know the sickness that lies within my head and have witnessed it on numerous occasions. I’ve killed, maimed, and tortured without thought or consequence. I’ve exchanged substantial monetary gain for creating hell on earth for those who have wronged my boss. My soul is black, and all because they stole a little boy from his loving parents. They created the monster I am, and they reap the benefits when I allow the shadows to fall and my true nature to take over.  
 
    I swing the hammer again, and it shatters his other kneecap. I let out a pleasured groan at the sound as it ignites the fires of hell within me. I need more. I crave it. I want his destruction.  
 
    Slam. The hammer swiftly comes down on his hand and deforms the fingers that dared to touch a precious soul. An innocent child. His cries of agony fuel me further, and I break the other hand without even drawing breath.  
 
    It’s then I realize I’m hard. My cock standing to attention within my slacks. Fuck! The darkness has claimed me completely. Dropping the hammer I stalk toward my prisoner. 
 
    “Was getting your dick wet really worth the pain you’re suffering at the moment?” I yank his head up and stare deeply into his eyes. They are as dead as the eyes I see staring back at me when I look in the mirror. Soulless without regret or guilt. He’s an evil fuck who’ll never show remorse. He knew what the repercussions would be. He knew it would lead to his death, but at least he’d the guts to do what he wanted, no matter how evil. That’s the difference between us. Amaya slams into my consciousness. Her body twisted and broken at the hands of the Pakhan. I could save her, but I won’t. I can’t. I’m not strong enough to fight against what I’ve been told to accept as my destiny. That is why I shot at my father all those years ago. My attention turns back to the sick pervert in front of me. Although he has shown himself to be stronger than me, I’m the one who’ll bring about his death. I push his head back and turn to the other soldiers. 
 
    “It’s time.” They look at me in confusion. “Who wants to show they have the balls to be a future avtoritet?” A brash solider named Andrei steps forward. I’ve seen him a few times with Amaya. I know he’s hit her on at least one occasion. I smirk inwardly. 
 
    “I’ll do it.” He spits at the naked man tied down to a chair with his hands and knees dangling at awkward angles.  
 
    I pull my knife out of my pocket and hand it to Andrei. 
 
    “You know what to do?” I question. 
 
    “Ultimate insult?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I don’t take a step back but hover closer to him as he takes the man’s genitals in his hand and brings the knife to them. 
 
    “Take a good look at what happens next, Oliver Volkov. We’ll share the same fate. I see it in your eyes.” 
 
    I raise a skeptical eyebrow at the condemned man, but inside, a shiver chills down my spine, for I know he speaks the truth. I’m a dead man walking because my heart has started to beat again. Amaya has captured me in her spell, and it won’t be long before tragedy comes knocking at our door.  
 
    “Do it,” I order Andrei, and the solider slices the man’s balls and dick off with a clean cut. Blood flows freely from the injury, and the excruciating cry of a pain so deep has all of us cupping our own manhood’s to check they’re intact. Andrei takes the severed parts and shoves them into the man’s mouth. Another soldier brings him the tape, and they seal it over his mouth and nose. Now we wait. It won’t be long. He’s bleeding out and unable to breath as he swallows down his own blood and dick. I fold my arms across my chest. The dark mists of who I really am swirl around me – their tendrils wrap around my arms and legs, sliding down toward my own dick. I’m so fucking hard I could pound nails into the strongest brick wall.  
 
    The man starts to convulse. He’s choking as he struggles for air. His bowels loosen at the last moment, and the stench of his shit fills the rooms. I place my hand over my nose. On his last breath, he looks directly at me. His pupils are as black as the night sky outside, but they speak volumes. The devil has claimed him and drags him down into the fiery pits of hell where I’ll be joining him soon. 
 
    His head falls forward and the room goes quiet. I pull the gun from my jacket pocket, aim it at the back of Andrei’s head, and pull the trigger. As he slumps forward his brains splatter all over me and the dead rapist. The other two soldiers stare at me in wide eyed horror. A plea for their lives is at the tips of their tongues, but they’re safe. 
 
    “Clean this mess up. Both of them. Make sure nothing can be traced back to us.” I lock the safety on my gun and put it back in my pocket. “Learn your lesson here, today.” I kick my foot out at Andrei’s dead body. “I’m the only avtoritet here. Show your cards too early with any plans to betray me, and you’ll end up like him.” 
 
    Both men nod. I’m pretty sure the smell of shit isn’t just coming from the dead men. 
 
    “I’m the authority next to the Pakhan. Disobey me, and I’ll have no qualms about sticking a bullet in your heads. I’ll be back later to check on your work.” 
 
    Without looking back, I stalk out of the room like a cat after its prey. I know exactly where I’m going. I’ve hidden away for long enough. I’m a man who takes what he wants, and right now, what I want is Amaya. I just hope she’s ready for what she’s about to get. 
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    “Are you sure?” I ask Rea as she wipes the tears away from her eyes. We’re in my room and sitting on my bed.  
 
    “I managed to get a pregnancy test from one of our maids. I don’t know what to do. He’s going to kill me. I won’t even be able to tell him who’s baby it is.” The tears that have been falling down her cheeks since I found her crying in the bathroom start again in earnest, and I bring her into my arms and hold her tightly. “How can the stupid injection not work? This isn’t supposed to happen.” 
 
    “Nothing is ever hundred percent reliable, except for abstinence, but I guess that isn’t really possible in our situation.” 
 
    She sits back on her heels on my bed, and I try to give her a look of reassurance that everything will be alright, but even I know that the Pakhan is violent at the best of times, and over the last few days, he’s been particularly cruel. I have a darkening black eye to prove that, along with an aching jaw where he forced me to give him a blow job earlier. I swear he has the worst tasting cum in the world. He must eat a lot of red meat and onions to make it so bitter. Mind you he always has a cigarette or cigar in his mouth, which doesn’t help.   
 
    “I have to go and tell him.” Rea slides from the bed. 
 
    “Why don’t you wait a few days?” I suggest. “You can get it straighter in your head…I mean, what you want to say to him. It’ll be better than going to him like this.” 
 
    She looks down at the floor and back at me. I can tell she’s schooling her features. 
 
    “We don’t have children, Amaya. That’s what his wife is for. We’re here to give him the pleasure he doesn’t get from her. By being pregnant, I’ll be useless to him for a time. He won’t have that. I’ll be forced to have an abortion.” She gulps. “Maybe more if I can’t be trusted not to stop this from happening. I need to just get the inevitable over and done with.” 
 
    She goes to turn and leave, but my bedroom door bursts open. The handle hits the wall with the force of the intrusion, causing plaster to splinter onto the floor. 
 
    “Oli.... Mr. Volkov…” I frown at him and realize he’s covered in blood, and his eyes are almost black, the pupils are so dilated. “Is everything ok?” 
 
    He turns to Rea, “Out.” 
 
    She turns back to me and then scrambles out of the room as though someone has lit a fire under her feet, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask again. 
 
    “You’re mine,” Oliver replies. He’s so on edge I can feel the energy radiating off of him. His eyes flick to the bed and to the pregnancy test, which Rea and I had been praying would turn out negative. He sucks in a sharp inhalation of air. “You?” 
 
    I shake my head, and he looks back to the door Rea has just left through. 
 
    “Shit!” he exclaims before stalking across the room toward me. I push backward on the bed, and then his lips are on mine. They are hot, soft, and demanding all at the same time. I’m melting under his mouth’s assault. He flips me over and pushes the skirt I’m wearing up my thighs. 
 
    “Have to have you. This won’t be pretty. This won’t be making love. This will be fucking until you’re raw and bleeding all over my cock. I’m not going to ask your permission for this, Amaya. I’m going to take what I need from you. You have one chance to stop me. Tell me to go now, and I will, but I won’t ever come back again. One chance.” 
 
    His words send a spark of pleasure straight down to my clit. I’m wet in an instant, and I know I’ll take him however he desires me. I’ve wanted him since the first moment I saw him, and I’ll allow him to do whatever he wants to me. My body is his to play with. I push my hips back and grind them against the hard bulge in his trousers. It’s enough to unleash the beast behind me. My clothes are torn from my body with ease, and he shoves three fingers mercilessly into me. It burns like nothing I felt before – pain mixed with pleasure. Desire blended with the feeling of being brought to the edge of what I can handle. He pumps his fingers in and out of me at a steady pace. His thumb swirls around my clit, and I’m writhing underneath him. The feeling between my thighs is intense. I’ve come with a few of the men I’ve been with, sometimes it’s unavoidable with so much stimulation down there no matter how much you don’t want it, however this is completely different. It may sound strange, but I feel like my body has taken on a life of its own. I could try to prevent it from responding to the touch of a man who won’t save me from brutal assaults, but I know it won’t listen. My body’s preparing itself to take him even as my brain is screaming at it to stop. I’ve been raped and brutalized over the last month, but I want nothing more than this man between my legs, showing me how good sex can be. His pressure increases – I can feel the start of an orgasm, thundering through me from my toes to the tips of my fingers, and even in the roots of my hair. Every sensation is surging its way through my body toward my clit, which throbs and pulsates at every rough stroke of his calloused fingers. He’s covering me in the blood and remains of another human, but I don’t care. Not when the center of the world is at my core. His fingers hook inside me and stroke the sensitive bundle of nerves. It’s enough to send me into a climax so powerful I might black out. I’m struggling for breath, and my body is melting into a puddle of jelly. Everything is sensitive and filled with such an intense pleasure I’d no idea it was possible to feel. Oliver withdraws his fingers from me and flips me over, so I’m lying on my back once again. I’m barely conscious of what he’s doing until I see him lowering his trousers. The foggy post-climactic haze clears, allowing me to see his dick as he stands up tall and strokes its full length. The man has big hands, but damn, holding his erect cock, they look dwarfed. I suck in a fearful breath and shudder. It’s then I notice the line of metallic bars on the underside of the shaft. 
 
    “A Jacob’s ladder,” I hiss in shock. “I…I…” On instinct, I close my legs. He’s going to rip me apart.  
 
    He smirks at me, though, and pushes them open again. 
 
    “No, you don’t. You had your chance to stop this, and you didn’t. You’ve got the monster here now, and he’s ready to play.” 
 
    “That’s hardly fair. I didn’t have all the facts. You kept that a secret.” I wave at his dick, while he still strokes it, and I swear it gets even bigger. 
 
    He licks his lips with a dark look on his face and places the tip of his length at my entrance. 
 
    “You’ll take me, Amaya. You want this as much as I do. You might not be able to walk for a while afterward, but you’ll be mine, so it won’t matter.” 
 
    Before I have a chance to protest, he pushes the first inch into me. I pant out breaths trying to bring as much air into my lungs as possible. The first metal bar pops inside, and I’m not sure this can ever become pleasurable. At the moment, I just feel I’m being torn apart. 
 
    “Bleed for me, Amaya.” Oliver pushes another inch and bar inside. I groan and try to relax at the intrusion. “Embrace the dark in me. I take what is mine. I mark it. Call for the monster.” 
 
    Another few inches and bars follow his words. I feel like I’m on the verge of passing out, and I’m not sure if it’s from pleasure or pain. Everything is just so full, so taut, so different.  
 
    Oliver pushes into his hilt and stills. The room is silent except for his heavy breaths and my whimpers. He pulls his shirt off, and his corded body is revealed to me in all its glory for the first time. He is muscled and completely covered in tattoos. All the pain I was feeling, dissipates to be replaced with the need for movement.  
 
    “Please,” I stutter with tears falling from my eyes. 
 
    “Please what?” he asks – his voice full of velvety dominance. 
 
    “Please,” I repeat. “Please fuck me.” 
 
    I’m lost. I’m his.  
 
    Mind, body, and soul. The tethers of the sanity I’ve been holding onto since I was brought here are broken. All I want is for Oliver to move, to fuck me, to make me his, and to claim me as he says he will. Somewhere along the way, I’ve developed feelings for this man who holds my life in his hands – a man so powerful that while lying here, he could lean over and snap my neck as his thick, pierced dick comes inside me. But I’m not scared – I want it. I want it all and as rough as he can give it to me. I have to have it this way. I’ve never been the princess of my childhood dreams. I’m the filthy, dirty, little whore who opens her legs on command, but this is the first time I choose to willingly open them for someone I desire. 
 
    Oliver grips me tightly around the neck, and I snap out of my reflection when he starts to withdraw his length from me and slams it hard back in. His piercings could be tearing up my insides, but I don’t feel anything other than overriding pleasure every time he surges into me. 
 
    “Stay with me,” he demands, bending over to kiss my lips. His mouth warm against mine and tender in comparison to the brutality down below. “Consensual,” he grunts. “Healing.” Another thrust.  
 
    “Us,” I reply and meet his gaze. His eyes are as black as the night. He truly looks like a human possessed by a demon, at the moment. A wild animal rutting with an urgent desire to satisfy the burning need within him. His grip around my neck tightens, and with my breathing restricted, I struggle to bring air into my lungs. He locks his tongue with mine, preventing me from drawing in oxygen via my mouth. I’m lightheaded, and my vision at the edge of my pupils fades, but at my core, I feel the orgasm building again. More intense, more powerful than the first. I can’t do anything to stop it, and it slams into me like a freight train. I pulsate with shuddering jerks under Oliver who slams into me once more and stills. I feel his cock spurt out his essence within me. He moans my name, and it’s the last thing I hear before the blackness claims me.  
 
    I don’t know how long I’ve been out, but when I wake, I’m settled in my bed with my covers over me and despite being uncomfortable down below, I don’t feel any of the stickiness of a sexual encounter. Was it all a dream? No, it can’t have been. I’m sore. Yeah, that’s going to hurt for a few days. I’ve been well and truly fucked.  
 
    “Is it bad?” Oliver’s asks, and I turn to find him sitting in a chair beside the bed. He’s wearing his trousers but has not replaced his shirt.  
 
    “A little. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    He hands me a glass of water from the table next to my bed. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “What happened?” I look to where his shirt is on the floor and covered in blood. Specks still mar the perfect features of his face. 
 
    “Nothing. Just my job.” He shrugs his shoulders and leans back in the chair. I can see his tattoos better at this angle. 
 
    “You killed someone?” 
 
    ‘I’m not going to talk about it.” 
 
    His words are adamant, and I know to drop the subject. We both fall into silence for a moment. I take the opportunity to look further over his tattoos. He has a sun that sits behind a skull with three ray’s emanating from its hollowed-out eyes. I know some of the cartel members back in Mexico have ink that means something in relation to the position they hold and what they’ve done. I wonder if it’s the same with the marks on Oliver’s body.  
 
    “What does the sun mean?” I ask him, and he lowers his head to look at where it sits on his left pectoral muscle.  
 
    “I was in prison,” he replies curtly, and I realize with the mood he’s in that it’s going to be hard to get much out of him – however, something in me wants to persevere. He could’ve left after he’d had sex with me, but for some reason he stayed, and I want to try to figure out what that was.  
 
    “The rays. Is that the number of years?” I reach over and trace my hand down them individually.  
 
    “Three.” He places his hand over mine, and I feel his energy transfer into me. 
 
    “Yes. Not a serious crime then?” 
 
    “Theft. I went to prison when I was sixteen. I wasn’t in charge, so I didn’t get the longest sentence. I was just a solider in those days.” 
 
    “You’re the avtoritet, now?” I question. 
 
    “Yes. Second in command to the Pakhan.” 
 
    I nod and try to move my hand onto the next tattoo. He stills it, momentarily, but then allows me to slide it over to a cross. I run my fingers over the intricate carved pattern on the religious symbol. 
 
    “Your faith?” 
 
    He shakes his head. 
 
    “No. I don’t have faith. That died a long time ago. It represents the fact I’m a thief. I’ve stolen for the Pakhan on more than one occasion.” 
 
    I can’t help suppressing a little laugh that leaves my lips. 
 
    “Only caught once, though.” 
 
    “As I said, I wasn’t in charge of that particular operation. If I had been, I wouldn’t have the sunshine tattoo, I suspect.” 
 
    “You’re confident.” 
 
    “It’s justified.” 
 
    The flirting between us intensifies, and he moves his hand over to a spider inked on his right shoulder. I shudder, I’ve never been keen on creepy crawlies, especially as some of them in Mexico, I swear, are the size of small dogs. I pull my fingers off it, and he smirks. 
 
    “Not a fan.” 
 
    “No. What does that one mean? I can’t think of anything except you love Halloween.” 
 
    “No, it’s not a holiday I celebrate. Although I am scarier in the dark than most of the costumes you can buy. It means I’m an active criminal with a hand in lots of different areas.”   
 
    “Yeah. That sort of makes sense.” He allows me to trace back over to the skull, covering the sun tattoo. 
 
    “I don’t think you need to tell me what this one represents. You’ve killed.” 
 
    “A few times.” 
 
    “A few.” 
 
    “Hundred, maybe more. All for justified reasons.” 
 
    “Justified in whose head?” I purse my lips and try to pull my hand away as the thought of Oliver perched atop a pile of broken and tortured bodies enters my head. It brings bile to my throat, and I want to retch, but I know I can’t show disgust. This is all he knows. 
 
    “Justified in relation to the position I hold. The man today. He raped a fourteen-year-old girl.” 
 
    I gasp, and Oliver lets go of my hand, so I can clamp it over my mouth to hush the small whimper of remorse that escapes me for the little girl. I know what she must be feeling. 
 
    “How is she?” I ask. 
 
    “Broken.” He looks down at his trousers and flicks a piece of lint from one of the legs. At least, I hope it’s lint, given what was over his shirt. I think I need to clean this room when he goes. I don’t want to keep finding human body tissue for the next week. 
 
    “When was your first time?” 
 
    He asks me, and I can’t help but be shocked at the question. 
 
    “Why?” I question. 
 
    “I want to know,” he replies, and I can see the honesty in his eyes. 
 
    “Not much older.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything, but turns around in his chair, and I see another tattoo on his back. This one is big and depicts the Madonna and child. 
 
    “But I thought you weren’t religious?” 
 
    “It’s nothing to do with religion in my world.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” I ask, but as soon as the question leaves my mouth, I fear the answer. 
 
    “It means I was a criminal from a young age. I told you I lost my parents at the age of eight. That’s the day I became a man. I’ve been doing this ever since, and it’s why I know nothing else. Twenty years. A lifetime for someone like me. I may have shot at my father, but I missed because my hands were shaking so much. I learned that day not to fail again, and I made my first kill at the age of nine. I was just a small boy. Hope and optimism died that day, and the monster you see before you is what replaced it.” 
 
    Tears fill me eyes when I realize what he’s telling me. 
 
    “What just happened between us doesn’t change anything does it? I’m yours – you’ve marked me, but you still won’t save me. I will die here as the Pakhan’s whore.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He looks genuinely remorseful, but all I can feel is anger rising within me. I’m his. I’ve fallen for this man, but he doesn’t have the guts to save me.  
 
    “Get out.” 
 
    “Amaya.” He reaches out for me. 
 
    “No.” I push his hand away. I can feel my cheeks heating with the anger. I allowed this man between my thighs. I can still feel him there, and the glorious ache of an orgasm so intense I thought I was losing my mind, but it means nothing to him. He can’t… no, he won’t save me from having to go to another man’s bed tonight if I’m ordered. He’s just like the Pakhan and my father. No, he’s worse because he lures you into believing he has compassion and is not the monster he claims himself to be. But I know the truth, now. “Get out.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Get out!” I scream at him a third time. “You know what you are, Oliver Volkov. You’re not the big man, the great avtoritet you pretend to be. You’re nothing but a coward. You could stop this. You could change our fate, but you won’t because you’ve settled for the fact you’re one of them and will die a traitor’s death one day. I’ll never give myself to you again, no matter how much you say I’m yours, because it doesn’t mean a fucking thing. It’s all just words to disguise the fact that you’re the same scared eight-year-old boy they brought here all those years ago. Maybe your body grew up, but your mind didn’t. Time stopped that day, and it’s never re-started. You’re waiting for the day you die, but the reality is you’re already in hell.”  
 
    I turn away not wanting to look at him anymore. He’s not the man I thought he was, and the sight of him sickens me. 
 
    “Amaya.” 
 
    I don’t reply. 
 
    The room goes silent except for the sound of the shoes he’s wearing as they clip across the marbled floor. He stops, and I know he’s picking up his shirt. I hear my bedroom door open. 
 
    “Amaya. Please.” 
 
    I struggle to hold back the sob, threatening to erupt from me, but I don’t move. 
 
    The door closes, and I don’t need to look to know I’m alone in the room. The energy and life he filled me with has gone and with it the part of me that wanted to survive through this.    
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    I lean casually against the wall behind me and watch as my soldiers train for combat. We’re in the gardens of the Pakhan’s home. A special area set up for this purpose. Some men are on the outside gym, lifting weights close to their body masses as they laugh and joke around in Russian. The jokes are lewd and concern the women they’ve been sleeping with, recently. Other men complete an assault course set up to test their physical prowess. They don’t laugh. No, their faces are etched deep with concentration. Each man tries to outdo the one next to him to prove he is the most elite solider. The one who’ll be at the forefront of any battle the Pakhan sends them into. I know it’s the prestige, but why anyone would want that is beyond me. A death in the line of duty for a rich and sought-after man will ensure that their families are provided for forever. In Russia, mothers and fathers push their young children into this life as a means of escaping the poverty amongst the lower classes. Nothing has changed for us since the war. Promises of a better life have not materialized. We’re still controlled by the powers in government, and they’re owned by the mafia. That’s why my family fled. They knew a better life only existed away from the walls of communist dictation.  
 
    The rapid fire of an AK-47 draws my attention to where a final group of soldiers are carrying out target practice. I somehow feel this weapon of choice is a ‘cop-out’. It requires more skill to take a man out with a single shot, which is something I’d perfected before my tenth birthday. I always remember that particular kill. I was woken late at night, having fallen asleep the same way I always had, crying until my tiny body was exhausted from the grief it felt. I was dragged out of my bed by the now dead man who’d originally taken me. He told me I had another chance to be a man. I told him I didn’t want it and was slapped hard across the face. Another man was brought into the room who was sniveling and pleading for his life. The Pakhan’s father had brought him in and told me he had sold secrets to a rival group, and the punishment was death. It was then I realized they meant me to kill him. I shuddered at the thought but accepted the gun when it was placed into my hand. What other choice did I have? I was theirs, now, with no hope of salvation. 
 
    Scarred man and the then Pakhan both shouted at me to kill him while the other man babbled at me in Russian. I still wasn’t fluent at that stage so couldn’t understand half of it except for the words ‘I don’t want to die’. The noise flooded my head, and all I could think about was silencing it. I pointed the gun, and keeping my eyes open this time, I pulled the trigger. I didn’t miss, and the room fell silent as the condemned man died along with my humanity. I was so young, eighteen years ago. It seems like a different life. Amaya was right. I died that night alongside the man I killed. Hell on earth wasn’t just created for those around me, it also darkened my door. 
 
    Amaya – my heart starts to hurt at the thought of her and the anger radiating from her. I want to take the pain away, but I don’t know how to. They found me once. They will find us if I run with her, and the punishment will be much worse for her. They’ll hurt her beyond anything I am able to prevent them from doing at the moment. If we stay here, I can protect her from that kind of shame and agony – the type of cruelty my father couldn’t shelter my mother from. I’ve heard those sounds so often since. Every time I freeze and allow it to happen because I know nothing can stop it. I wonder if the Pakhan would allow me to buy Amaya for myself. I have more than enough money to buy her. In his eyes, she’s always been soiled goods because of what her father made her do. He keeps her for her beauty, but I don’t care what her past is. I want her for the person she’s shown to me. Yes, that’s what I’ll do. Buy her and make her mine. I won’t be able to stop the Pakhan from demanding her when he wants her, but at least she’ll be safe from others.  
 
    I can feel a migraine settling in at the back of my temples. It throbs as a warning that I’m in way over my head, and I’ll be lucky if I can continue to tread water before the day is out.  
 
    “Oliver.” The Pakhan’s voice calls out across the field where he strolls toward me with a young boy at his side. The child can be no older than ten by the looks of him. His wide eyes are darting around taking everything in. 
 
    I stand up taller and greet him with a bowed head. 
 
    “Sir.”  
 
    “This is my wife’s nephew. He’s decided after recent events he wants to become a man and learn our way of life, so he can better protect his family.” 
 
    I look down to the little boy standing next to his uncle. He’s trembling like a leaf that’s dancing in the autumn winds. I know instantly this isn’t his decision. He’s been told this is what he will do. His sister’s attack has been used to drag another child into the inevitability of his future. My stomach turns in disgust, but I know I can’t voice my opinion that they should return this boy to his parents and allow him the childhood I never had.  
 
    “Of course.” The words falling from my tongue leave a bitter taste like salt before a tequila shot. 
 
    I get down on my knees in front of the child. 
 
    “Hello, my name is Oliver Volkov. I’m the avtoritet. Do you know what that means?” 
 
    He nods his little head. 
 
    “Yes, sir, it means that you’re in charge of all the men. You answer only to my uncle…um… the Pakhan.” He corrects his mistake of referring to the Pakhan as his uncle with a petrified look up at the man himself. 
 
    My boss rubs the hair on the top of the little boy’s head to show he’s proud of him for knowing how to show respect. 
 
    “I am. While you’re here, you’ll call me sir, and do as I say. Do you understand?” 
 
    The boy stands up a little taller. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Show him how to shoot,” the Pakhan orders and walks over to a bench to take a seat on it. He’s wearing a full suit and looks out of place among all the soldiers in their workout clothing. I’m in black track pants and a black t-shirt. The muscles of my arms strain around the tight fabric. We must seem intimidating to the small boy. I remember my first introduction to these training fields, and the knots in my stomach from how everyone looked like giants who could squash me with a simple look in my direction. Shooting a gun was my introduction to this way of life, and it seems the boy will be inducted in the same way. At least, he doesn’t have to shoot his father…well, I hope he doesn’t.  
 
    I collect a G22 Glock from a selection of weapons and show it to the boy. 
 
    “Have you ever seen one of these before?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “My father has one and some of the other men who live with us.” 
 
    “Have you ever touched one or fired one?” 
 
    “No, sir. My mother doesn’t allow me near the weapons. My father calls her a typical worrying woman.” 
 
    I laugh at the comment because I can see it happening. Right before the boy’s father punches his mother in the face for smothering the boy and making him weak. It’s the way of things in this life we live. Men are vicious beasts who dominate woman with sex and violence even if they are married to them. Tender love isn’t something we indulge in. 
 
    “Your mother is right to worry, but if you’re going to protect your sister, you’re going to have to learn to use one.” I ensure the safety is on and hand it to him to hold. I know that it will be heavy in his little hands. They’ll barely stretch around the weapon. He cradles it in both hands like it’s a precious child, only, it’s not. It is a weapon that can destroy lives with one pull of the trigger.  
 
    I take it back from him, stand up, and prime it. Without looking, I point it at a nearby target board and pull the trigger. I watch him the entire time. He covers his ears at the sound of the bullet exploding from the gun and stares wide eyed when it hits the center of the target. I don’t need to look to confirm that I found my mark. I know just from the sound of the bullet penetrating the wood. It’s different in each section of the target boards. I’ve learned the sounds so thoroughly over the years. It’s the same with a bullet piercing a human. In the center of the skull is the worst. It cracks with an eerie echo that still sends shivers down my spine every time I have to unload.  
 
    “Wow!” the little boy exclaims. “No wonder you’re the avtoritet. That was amazing. I want to learn to do that. Shoot the bad guys who try to hurt my sister and mother.” 
 
    I place the gun carefully onto the table. The first thing I learned is to always consider the weapon as loaded, which most of the guns on this table will be, having been prepared by the lowest ranked soldier at the start of the training practice. I survey the collection of weapons and pick up a Glock 19. This is very much a starter gun, and I know the kick back of it shouldn’t bother the boy too much if he’s prepared for it.  
 
    I hold it out to him, but when he goes to grab it, I pull it back. He looks at me fearfully. 
 
    “Did I do something wrong, sir?” 
 
    “Rules first,” I inform him. “First, never aim it at a person you don’t want to shoot. Any weapon you hold must be treated as loaded and ready to fire. If you were to point it at someone you love, and you make an error of judgement, there is a risk that it could go off. Second, keep your finger off the trigger, unless you are preparing to take a shot. Someone spooks you, and you accidentally press down on it, then bang. You could make a large dent in the skull of someone you didn’t intend to. Finally, consider not only your target but also what is behind it as well. Bullets can go through bodies if they are shot at the right angle and don’t imbed in bone. You shoot someone standing in front of your sister, and it could go through your target and into her as well. You don’t want that.” The little boy gulps and stares at the weapon like it’s suddenly grown hairy wings and sharp teeth and will bite him if he gets too close. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he stutters, and I’m pretty certain if I listened closely I’d hear the sound of his knees knocking together with terror. I’m back in his shoes, remembering the fear I felt, how much my hands shook, and the noises my stomach made as it gurgled and protested at what I was about to do. I shift my gaze over to the Pakhan. He’s staring intently at the interaction between us. 
 
    “Would it not be better to build his muscles up a little bit, first?” The question leaves my mouth before I have a chance to register I’ve asked it. I know instantly from the furrowed brows on my boss’ face that he doesn’t appreciate me examining his judgement. 
 
    “Do as instructed, Oliver,” he replies tersely, and I dip my head in acknowledgement. 
 
    “I promise I’m ready for this, sir,” the little boy pleads with me and schools the worry from his face.  
 
    “Of course, you are. You have a great uncle who has instilled the need to protect what is yours into you.” This time, as the words leave my mouth, I know I sound like a creep, but they come naturally. It’s been programmed into me. In a few years, this boy will be the same. I inwardly smirk, who am I kidding? He’s that way already, which is why, at eight years old, he’s out here playing with real guns instead of fake ones on computer games.  
 
    I hand him the weapon, and he plants both of his feet solidly on the ground before taking aim at the target. He looks. 
 
    “Nothing behind the target, sir,” he advises. 
 
    “Good,” I reply and show him how to prepare the weapon to fire. He goes to put his finger on the trigger but remembers the rules I gave him, at the last moment, and rests it elsewhere. “The weapon will give kick back. It’ll shock you, at first. Try to keep your feet planted to ensure your aim stays true, and you don’t fire in the wrong direction.  
 
    “Kick back?” he asks with a tilt of his head to me. 
 
    “It’s the backward recoil of the gun from the forward momentum of the bullet. So when the bullet comes out, the gun will push back toward you.” 
 
    “I understand.” He nods and focuses all his attention back onto the weapon in his hands. 
 
    “When you’re ready, press down on the trigger and let’s see what happens.” 
 
    I step back, but not too far. I want to be ready to catch him and deflect the gun should he lose his grip on it. It’s always a risk, but better I get shot than he ends up accidentally shooting the Pakhan. I pause on that thought. My foot itches to take another step away from the boy who is about to fire his first weapon, but then commonsense takes over, and I remain in my position.  
 
    I wait – silence fills the range as the other soldiers watch, and the Pakhan sits on the edge of his seat.  
 
    Bang. 
 
    The gun goes off. The boy is thrust backward but maintains his footing, so I don’t have to catch him. I follow the path of the bullet as it shatters the board close to mine. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    The boy’s a natural.  
 
    He flicks the safety back on the gun, and keeping it pointed at the targets, he offers it back to me. I take it and return it to the table. 
 
    “Was that good?” he asks, his face expectant with a need for praise. 
 
    “It was perfect for a first attempt.” I turn to the Pakhan. “A natural.” 
 
    “His father is one of my best marksmen. I’m not surprised. He has an eye for it.” 
 
    “I’ll get him started on the training plan,” I inform my boss and bow to him, so I can take the boy away to the dorms. 
 
    “Wait,” the Pakhan orders, and I stop. 
 
    “Sir?” I question. 
 
    “I want one more test first.” 
 
    The blood in my body runs cold. One more test. I fear those words. The Pakhan waves his fingers in the air, and two soldiers drag a man from out of a wooden shelter. He’s struggling against them. My stomach drops, for I know what comes next. My father’s eyes pop into my head. The recollection of him telling me to do as I was told. I feel as though I can’t breathe – my chest is tight. 
 
    “Pakhan, sir.” The boy’s trembling voice penetrates the panic attack I’m gripped in. 
 
    “I think Oliver will be best to explain. He was in exactly the same position when he came here. I know he’ll be able to help you show your loyalty to me.” 
 
    The man being dragged by the soldiers is thrown to his knees in front of us. 
 
    “Please, Pakhan, I didn’t do what they’re accusing me off. I promise you. I’m loyal. I would never want to see anyone from your family hurt,” the man whimpers. His eyes red, raw from where he’s obviously been crying. 
 
    “Do you know who this is?” the Pakhan asks the boy. 
 
    “No, sir,” he replies. 
 
    “This man told the person who did those wicked things to your sister where to find her.” 
 
    “No, I promise you. I swear at your feet it wasn’t me,” the man pleads and tries to reach for the Pakhan’s leather shoes to no doubt kiss and worship them. I’m just trying not to empty the contents of my stomach in front of everyone as I’m engulfed by the memory of the day my parents died.  
 
    The boy’s eyes flick back to the gun he just fired, on the table. 
 
    “You want to kill him,” the Pakhan sneers. 
 
    “My sister was badly hurt. She sits in her room crying all the time. She’s covered in bruises. I couldn’t protect her.” The boy’s voice has changed now. It seems deeper than before – the innocence of youth has gone. 
 
    “But you can avenge what was done to her?” 
 
    “I can?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I pick the Glock 19 back up off the table and hand it to the boy. I’m robotic in nature, at this point. My mind and body are at odds with what is happening. The loss of another childhood to the menace of the Russian mafia. I don’t need to prime the weapon this time. The boy learns fast and does it himself.  
 
    “My sister was hurt because he told someone where she was?” the boy questions one final time to make sure he has the facts set out correctly in his mind. 
 
    “Yes,” the Pakhan replies in a voice so cold and calculating I can’t help my feet from turning and walking away. I need to be anywhere but here. It’s only when I reach the edge of the training field and the sound of the pistol echoes through the still air that I allow the contents of my stomach to spill from my mouth.  
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    “Get off her.” I scratch my nails down the face of the guard who is dragging Rea from her bed. He turns around and sends a punch into my face, knocking me off my feet and onto my ass on the marbled floor. 
 
    “Amaya, help me,” Rea screams as the men continue to try and detach her from the bed. Her hands are gripped tightly to the post – the whites of her knuckles show as her fingers curl around the brass pole.  
 
    “Come on. You know this is happening whether you like it or not. Can’t have you getting fat and wasting precious time when the Pakhan could be sticking his dick in your pretty little cunt,” one of the guards says, and she bites down on his hand when he puts it near her face. “Bitch,” he yells and backhands her. 
 
    I launch at the other guard and try to wrestle him to the ground, but I’m nowhere near strong enough. 
 
    “Stop.” The commanding order comes from the door, and we all stop what we are doing, which in my case is thumping the back of the man mountain guard whose back I’m on top of. The Pakhan stands at the entrance to the room with his face full of fury. His eyes are black as coal, and his lips are pursed so tightly together you’d need a crowbar to open them. “Rea, go with the guards.” 
 
    “Please,” she whimpers. “Please. I’ll do anything you want.” 
 
    “This is what I want.” 
 
    “No. Not this, anything but this.” 
 
    The Pakhan strides purposefully across the room, his eyes narrowing in on Rea. He grabs her face in a bruising grip. 
 
    “You do as I say, or I’ll have no further use for you. You’re nothing but a place for me to stick my dick. You don’t need a womb. You won’t ever have children, so we’ll get rid of the problem. Of course, if you don’t want that to happen, I could always hand you over to all the soldiers in the mess tonight and let them fuck you so hard that the baby has no chance of surviving. I doubt you’ll live through the night, either.” He pushes her back against the bed, and she loosens her grip on the posts. I drop down from the back of the guard. 
 
    “Please, it’s a part of you.” 
 
    “A part I don’t want, if it’s mine.” He spits in her face, and I see the hope she had, previously, die behind her eyes. “Take her,” the Pakhan orders, and this time she doesn’t protest.  
 
    “Please, sir,” I try to plead with him as well. “Rea will make a good mother. She will nurture a part of you to be a great solider for your cause.” 
 
    He stalks toward me and wraps his strong hands around my shoulders and pins me to the wall.  
 
    “Don’t you ever question my authority again. There’s a reason you whores don’t have children and only my wife does. The kids you lot would put out there in the world are inferior, having none of the breeding of my proper children. They’ll cause problems. You’re nothing but toys to me.” He moves one of his hands down my body toward my clit and starts to stroke it. “A play thing to my needs. If I want my dick sucked, you open your mouth wide and take it. If I need an asshole to rip, you’ll scream loudly for me. And if I need a pussy for all my friends to pound, then you open your fucking legs and pray that the agony will end soon.” His stroking is getting harder and faster. My traitorous body reacts to the stimulation, and I can feel the heat building at my core. I’m trying to stop it, but I can’t. He’s playing my body like it doesn’t even belong to me anymore. I’m going to come, and I can’t do anything to stop it. He pushes hard again, and I come with a scream of disgust. I break in that moment. I’ve been strong for so long, but I can’t do this anymore. I finally understand why my friend Filipa took her own life. It was the only option left to her to end the suffering.  
 
    He lets go of me, and I drop to the floor because my legs will no longer hold me. Tears stream down my cheeks 
 
    “You think that is humiliation? Then, think again. I have a party next week for ten close associates, all looking to gain favor with me. But first, they’ll want to sample the delights I have to offer, and you’ll be the star attraction. One after the other, they will have their turn with you while we all look on. You’ll be left bleeding and raw. Your views of being better than you are, destroyed.” 
 
    He kicks me in the stomach to hammer his words home, and then he punches me in the face before wrapping his hands around my hair and dragging me along the floor back to my room. More punches follow, and I’m on the verge of blacking out. My head is spinning. I can taste the blood in my mouth. The Pakhan steps back and pulls a cigarette out of his pocket. He lights it up and places it between his lips before he rips open the front of my dress.  
 
    “You’re the lowest of the low. If you ever question my authority again, I’ll feed you to my dogs.” 
 
    He pulls the cigarette from his mouth and stubs it out on the flesh of my naked breast just as the darkness claims me.  
 
    “Amaya.” A deep masculine voice enters my head a short time later. Before I open my eyes, I feel myself being picked up and carried. I want to struggle, but my body aches. Every muscle screams, sending waves of agony to my very soul. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this way before. “It’s alright. I’ve got you,” the voice speaks again, and I feel myself being lowered onto a bed. It envelopes me in its comfort, and I let out a moan of contentment as my pain is cradled away in the arms of a soft mattress. Lips press against my forehead, and I instantly recognize the warmth of them. My eyelids flutter open, and I see Oliver leaning over me. Concern mars his handsome features. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “The Pakhan,” I reply weakly. “He came for Rea.” I remember my friend and try to scramble from the bed, intending to seek her out and check that she’s alright. 
 
    “She’s not back yet.” 
 
    “You knew what they were going to do to her?” I freeze and stare at him. The memories of the last time he was in this room, marking me as his, jolt inside my head. The argument that followed leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. 
 
    “No.” He shakes his head. “I promise you. I had suspicions of what might happen, but I’ve not been involved in this. The Pakhan had another task for me.” He runs his hand tenderly over my face and down to my breast. I look to see where the skin is inflamed and red from the burn. “He did this?” 
 
    I nod. “I tried to stop them taking her. She was so terrified. They’re going to stop her from being able to fall pregnant again.” 
 
    “It’s for the best.” I try to protest, but he puts his fingers to my mouth. “This is no world for a child.” 
 
    I can’t argue with him on that score. I fully take in his appearance for the first time since I woke up. He looks tired – there are dark shadows under his eyes, and his jaw is displaying the start of a beard. 
 
    “What did the Pakhan make you do?” I’m not sure where the question comes from. I just have a feeling, looking at him, he’s been defeated. He’s was so proud and confident before, but now…now he looks like a child trying to fit in with the big boys. 
 
    “You don’t want to…” He starts to distract me, but I place my hand on his square jaw and will him to be honest with me.  
 
    “Please. Give me the thoughts in your head.” 
 
    “Amaya, you’ve just been beaten. I should be looking after you.” 
 
    “This is nothing,” I lie. Apart from the permanent burn scar on my breast, the other physical wounds will heal, but mentally, I know my life is over.  
 
    He leans forward and presses his lips to my forehead, again. I allow him to take comfort from me while I can give it. Now, I understand where he is coming from. He doesn’t know anything different from this life. It’s been beaten and inducted into him since he was a child. He’s a programmed killer. A robot controlled by the Pakhan. His emotions are buried so far beneath the surface he’s forgotten that he’s allowed to have them. Even love can no longer rescue him. That’s his curse to face for eternity. 
 
    “He brought his nephew here. He’s eight, the same age I was. I thought he looked so similar with the nerves, and the worry behind the eyes, but he wasn’t. Having showed him how to shoot, they brought a grass out. The man had told the rapist of the boy’s sister where to find her.” He drops his head so that it rests in my hand. “The boy shot him. Right in the center of the forehead. He didn’t miss.” 
 
    “He’s one of them even at that young age. He’ll be a monster before adulthood.” 
 
    “He became the monster, today. The moment you take another’s life, all humanity within you dies.” 
 
    “Oliver,” I breathlessly utter his name. It sounds heavenly in this world full of pain and suffering. He looks up at me. Tears fill his eyes – they make me gasp. The man in front of me is breaking down. I want to reach out to comfort him further, but I know that the second I do he’ll push back against me, and I’ll lose him as he retreats into the darkness of his mind. 
 
    “I want you to take the bad memories away from me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I compose myself with a slow intake of air. 
 
    “Make love to me. Be my first. Don’t fuck me. Show me how good it can be. Show me that there is some goodness in this world.” Tears start to stream down my cheeks.  
 
    “Amaya, I don’t know if I can.” 
 
    “Please, show me love before I leave.” 
 
    “Leave?” 
 
    I place my hand over my heart where the burn marks lies on my breast. 
 
    “I’m to be handed over to the Pakhan’s gathering next week. Ten men. I can’t do it. This has to end tonight. Give me a good memory to leave this world with.” 
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    Amaya’s words have me stumbling over what to think, what to feel, or what to say. There’s nothing I can say to her. Not when I know she won’t suffer any more if she chooses this path. I want to help her, to take her from this place, but I can’t. I can’t see anything beyond these walls. I’m not able to believe there is any other life than this one. I dreamed of escaping for so many years when I first came here, but I know that can never be. The thought of what would happen to Amaya if we are captured is stopping me. Death is preferable to life. In the world we live, death is the only way out. 
 
    The beautiful angel in front of me is crying, pleading with me to show her how love can be. I shut my eyes, remembering my parents. The love my mother had for me, the songs she sang to me at bedtime, and the crazy antics of us baking together. My father playing football with me – both of us kicking the ball and chasing it around the park on a Sunday morning. The aspirations they had for my future. The affection between them. The way my father would look at my mother, frequently kissing her on the lips, just to reassure her he was there. My mother’s little gifts for my father – small things such as notes with promises to love him forever. That is love – love for a partner and love for a child. That’s what I need to give Amaya right now. I open my eyes and press my lips against hers. I’ll take this slowly, tenderly. This will not be fucking her – this will be worshiping her. Showing her that she’s worth everything I could give her in the world.  
 
    I push her back against the bed being careful not to hurt her.  
 
    “Lay down,” I order, and she obeys. Her eyes soften at the edges. 
 
    I kiss her lips and work my way across her jawline and down the slender column of her neck. I’m not using my teeth like I would normally. I’m just tasting the saltiness of her flesh, savoring the smell of the perfume, and denying my brain the power of retribution every time the metallic taste of blood enters my senses. Now isn’t the time for that. Before I leave this life, I will end the Pakhan for what he has perpetrated here, but it’ll not be today. I need to ensure Amaya is safe in heaven before that happens. I blow a warm breath of air over her injured left breast, I don’t want to touch the burned flesh for fear of hurting her further, but the right breast I draw into my mouth and suck on her nipple until it pebbles. 
 
    She lets out a breathy moan that has my dick hardening in my track pants. I circle my hips against her leg, letting her know how much I want to be between her thighs. Reaching up, she places her hands around my face, and brings it toward hers.  
 
    “Taste me,” she whispers and looking down between us, I know she means her pussy. I press a kiss to her lips, and she releases my head. I trail a path to her pussy, which is still covered by her panties, and I lower them down her body. She lifts a leg to allow me to slip them off and drop them to the floor. Her arms are still in the dress she wears, but it’s been ripped open at the front, allowing me to see all of her. 
 
    “Take away what he did to me. Make me want to come. Don’t rip it from my body. Allow me to give you my special gift – the sound of my moans, and the taste of me.” 
 
    A growl of anger slips from my throat. I dip my head between her open thighs to clean every inch of his touch away from her body. My tongue parts her folds, and I find the bundle of nerves he dared to violate. They are mine. I flick my tongue over them, and Amaya allows another encouraging moan to flow from her lips. Her little noises are all the encouragement I need, and I savor everything her feminine form has to offer – the sweetness of her essence as it flows in desire from her. I slide one finger into her, purposefully, but not with enough force to leave her burning in pain, and I stroke her velvety insides. Another finger joins the first and Amaya clamps down on me when I flick my tongue over he clit again.  
 
    “I’m not going to take this from you, Amaya. You have to want to give it to me. I’ll help you get there, but only if it’s what you want.” 
 
    “Yes. Please, Oliver. I need to come.” 
 
    And I help her over the precipice of her need, ensuring the good memories outweigh the bad. She comes on my tongue with her pussy constricting around my fingers like a vice never wanting to let go. I hold her on the edge of her high, and when I feel her slipping back down, I use my tongue to take her over again. Each orgasm is freely given to me – accompanied by my name being shouted between her breathless gasps for air.  
 
    “More,” she cries when she comes down from the second, so I give her a third, and she arches her back off the bed as tears stream down her cheeks. 
 
    “Yours, they are all yours. Take me, Oliver. Mark me inside. Give me the one piece of you that no one else can have.” 
 
    My heart. She wants my heart. I stutter, my fingers withdrawing from her, and I pull away. I can’t breathe. The realization is hitting me so hard. I can’t give her my heart because she already stole it the first moment I saw her. It’s just taken me this long to catch up. I love her. With my heart, my soul, my body, my everything. I live because she does. Destiny has been re-written, and all because the muscle in my chest is no longer cold and lifeless.   
 
    “Oliver?” She sits up on the bed, her hair wild and tangled from her orgasms. 
 
    I need to be in her. I can silence these thoughts that way. No, that’s the worst possible way. But damn, it’s all I can think about. I love her. Shit! 
 
    Lowering my trousers, I remember my piercings. I don’t want this to be rough or to hurt her, so I begin to remove them. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she questions. 
 
    I look up at her with a piece of metal in hand. 
 
    “Becoming a different man.” 
 
    It doesn’t take me long to divest myself of the six metal bars from the underside of my cock. Ok, it’s a little difficult with how hard I am, but the thought of sinking deep inside Amaya without any restriction, spurs me on at a rapid pace. In no time at all, I’m over her, and my rigid length is sliding through her slick folds to her entrance. 
 
    “I need to be in you.” I wait for permission before I take. 
 
    “Yes,” she replies, and I ease myself inside her to the hilt. Neither of us move. We simply stare at each other. “I love you,” she whispers, and my heart beats so fast I think it might burst through my rib cage just to show her how fucking much I love her back. 
 
    “I love you,” I reply to her before bringing my lips to hers and pulling my hips back slowly.  
 
    Everything is done tenderly. This is about me feeling and not shutting away emotions, which have been locked away deep inside me since the moment I lost my parents, twenty years ago. Amaya has brought me freedom, and I’m not going to rest until I give her the same. No matter what that will be.   
 
    My pace quickens, and I feel the familiar tingle, growing in my balls. I’m close to the edge, but I need Amaya to give me her special gift one final time. I reach down between us, find her clit, and stroke it. She fixes her eyes on me. The pupils so dilated I can barely see the sapphire of her irises.  
 
    “All yours,” she moans, and I feel her climax grip tightly around my cock like a vice. I fly over the edge with her. Our eyes never leave the other’s as we join as one in ecstasy. The fiery heat of an orgasm shoots from my balls and explodes deep into her. Pulse after pulse of essence bathing her in the love I have for her. 
 
    “I love you,” I kiss her again, and she breathlessly replies with the same sentiment.  
 
    We still. I remain inside her and have no intention of leaving. My cock softens but continues to shudder from the occasional aftershock. She turns her head to where I placed my gun on the bedside table. 
 
    “You should go.” Tears pool in her eyes when she speaks. 
 
    “Amaya.” 
 
    “Please, Oliver. I have to do this.” 
 
    I withdraw from her and watch momentarily as our combined essences flow from her body. 
 
    “No. You don’t.” 
 
    “I can’t be given to ten men. I know you can’t save me, and I understand why, now.” With tears flowing freely down her cheeks, she reaches for the gun, but I’m quicker.  
 
    “Please!” she cries. “Please, Oliver. Give me this.” 
 
    I expertly remove the bullets and place them, along with the weapon, on the ground. Amaya lets out a loud sob of anguish. 
 
    “No.” I take both her arms and pin them above her head. “I won’t let you kill yourself.” 
 
    “You can’t watch me all the time,” she spits back. 
 
    “I won’t need to. You’ll be free.” 
 
    She screws her face up in confusion.  
 
    “We’re leaving,” I inform her, having resolved to save her and my life. Dreams of a future enter my head – a house with a white picket fence, a garden with a dog, children running around. A life. We can have one. Amaya has given me that hope, and I’m not going to let her down.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You have to trust me. Give me a few days. I know someone who might be able to help us get out of here. An old friend. You just have to have faith in me. Get the other girls ready. We’re taking them as well.” 
 
    “Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    “Yes,” I reply. “I’ve fallen in love.” Taking Amaya’s hand, I place it over my chest. “Feel that,” I tell her, knowing the beat of my heart can be felt where her hand is. “This is for you. You saved me, and now I’m going to save you. A few days. Give me a few days. And we’ll have eternity to spend together.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    12 
 
      
 
    AMAYA 
 
      
 
    It’s been a few days since the last time I saw Oliver. My wounds from the beating have started to heal. The burn has scabbed over, and I know it’ll scar, but I have hope of a different life for the first time in years. It’s tinged with fear, though, because I know escaping this place won’t be easy, even if Oliver does have a friend he can trust somewhere in the world. All I can hope is his friend comes with an arsenal bigger than the Pakhan’s. I just wish Oliver would hurry up and come for me. With each passing day, the time I’m to be given to the ten men draws closer, and the doubts begin to creep in. What if he was just toying with me? No, I saw the look in his eyes as we made love. It was honest. Oliver, however much he tried to maintain a calm aura, allowed his love to show on his face. It was impossible for him to hide, and I know it’s why he hasn’t come to see me. The next time he does, it will be to leave. If the Pakhan sees us together, then he’ll know, and that will be the end, for both of us. I just have to wait patiently. Thankfully, Natasha, Irina, and Zola have been taking up duties with the Pakhan to allow myself and Rea time to recover from the horrors of our beating and a forced hysterectomy, in the case of the friend whose hand I now sit holding.  
 
    When she was brought back to the room, she was still asleep, and the doctors have kept her drugged up for days now. They took her baby, and her womb, leaving her with nothing but memories of the hopes she once had. During the short periods when she has awoken, she’s quietly sobbed while we’ve held her close and given her as much strength as possible. I’ve not told the other girls about Oliver’s plan, mainly because I don’t really know what it is, but also because the Pakhan is observant. If any of us even changes one thing about our routine or manner, he’ll suspect something, and that will be the end of our escape plan and Oliver’s life. I’ve just got to hope that when the time comes, we’ll all know what to do and how to leave this god forsaken place, trusting in only one man to save our lives.  
 
    “Amaya.” Rea stirs. 
 
    “I’m here,” I respond and pick the glass of water up off the bedside table. It has a straw, which I place in her mouth, and she takes a sip. 
 
    “Thank you.” She takes another sip before motioning she’s had enough, and I put the glass back down. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I ask. 
 
    “Sore but much better.” I know that, thankfully, the Pakhan got a proper doctor to perform the surgery, and rather than cut my friend wide open, they were able to do the operation via a laparoscopic incision. 
 
    “That will heal,” I offer because I’m at a loss to know what else to say. What they did to my friend makes me so angry. It wasn’t her fault or choice she got pregnant. It was forced upon her, just like the surgery was. Death or a childless life. Not that while we are here any of us have a chance at life. I turn forlornly toward the door. I wish Oliver will hurry up. 
 
    “You haven’t seen him?” Rea asks. 
 
    “Who?” I play dumb. 
 
    “I’m not stupid, no matter what the Pakhan says. I see the way Oliver Volkov looks at you.” 
 
    “Please,” I stutter. “You can’t say anything.” 
 
    “I won’t.” She reaches out and takes my hand. “I just hope he can give you comfort in this life.” I know that she doesn’t mean life in general she means the world we live in.  
 
    “He does.” 
 
    A commotion from outside draws our attention, and without knocking, Oliver barges into the room.  
 
    “It’s time.” They are the only words he says before he stalks over to the bed, his face rigid and lined with tension. I know that he means it’s time for us to go. My heart hammers, and my throat dries. 
 
    “Now,” I reply. He softens his features and presses a kiss to my forehead. “We don’t have much time. The Pakhan is transferring to his other residence because his wife is annoying him over wanting more retribution for her niece’s rape. I’m not sure what else he can do. Everyone involved is dead, but she wants the perpetrator’s body displayed as a warning to leave her family alone.” He snorts. “It would be unrecognizable – my men took great delight in chopping it up for the dogs.” My stomach turns. “I’m to escort you all there. You’ve just got to trust me that we won’t be going to that place.” 
 
    “Ok.” I smile at him, and he kisses me again. 
 
    “What is going on?” Rea asks. 
 
    “We are going to find our freedom,” I proclaim, and her eyes almost pop out of her head. 
 
    “Mr. Volkov?” She turns to Oliver with numerous questions spinning through her drugged-up mind. 
 
    “Oliver, please, Rea, I’ll answer any questions you have if we get out of this alive, but for now, Amaya trusts me. Can you just follow suit and let me concentrate on what I need to do? Can you walk? Actually no, I’ll carry you.” With the strength of a giant, Oliver scoops Rea up like she’s the weight of a feather. “Bring a blanket, Amaya. We need to keep her warm.” 
 
    “Ok.”  I stammer. My nerves are starting to flare, and I feel jittery. 
 
    “Stay calm,” he tells me. “We can’t act any differently.” 
 
    He strides from the room, and I see Natasha, Irina, and Zola standing by the door. The two sisters look petrified. Oliver hasn’t told them what’s happening. I know that, in an instant, because they look like they’re going to a fate worse than death rather than freedom. My stomach lurches. If we get caught, then death will be preferable. No, I can’t think that. There is another guard in the room, and I school my features, acting like the annoying bitch that most of them have come to think of me as. Deserving of my beatings because I argue over the Pakhan’s every rule. 
 
    “She’s not well enough to travel,” I advise Oliver, maintaining the charade as I follow him out into the hallway. “Let her stay here and heal.” He whips his head around, and it takes a second for him to realize what I’m doing. He allows his lip to curl up a little. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, bitch, and do as you’re told. Everyone goes. Be grateful I’m carrying her and not making her walk. Carry on moaning, and I’ll make you walk it on your hands and knees like the dog you are.” 
 
    A couple of the soldier’s around us laugh, and one of them comes up next to me and pushes me hard in the back. I stumble forward into Oliver. I can feel the growl come from within him. 
 
    “Watch it, Alexander” 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” the man replies and jerks me backward and drags me through the corridor behind Oliver. I know he doesn’t like me being manhandled, but it will be the last time. I might as well give them a good show and remind them who the bitch here really is. 
 
    We reach a fleet of vehicles. Irina and Zola are forced into one while Natasha, me, and Rea are put into another.  
 
    “You.” Oliver nods to a guard who’s wearing a balaclava. It seems strange, but when I look around most of them are. “You drive those two. Stay behind me.” Oliver checks that Rea is strapped into the back of his vehicle, and I do my seatbelt. I’m sitting up front with him. He gets in and starts the engine. My palms are sweaty. This is really happening. I turn to ask him why the men are wearing balaclavas when the Pakhan steps out from the building surrounded by several guards. 
 
    “Shit.” Oliver exclaims, and I try not to show any fear as I sense the tension in the air surrounding him. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
    “Wait here. Keep quiet.” 
 
    He slides from the vehicle and walks purposefully over to the Pakhan and bows. 
 
    I can’t hear what the two men are saying, but Oliver keeps his face neutral. I watch as the Pakhan strides over to the vehicle containing Irina and Zola and climbs in the passenger side. Oliver comes back, gets in the car, and starts it up.  
 
    “Oliver.”  
 
    “Let me think. Sorry. He was supposed to be getting a helicopter. I’m not sure I can get Irina and Zola out at the moment. With him in the car, it’ll be protected.” 
 
    I gasp. We’d had a short discussion the night we made love. We both agreed that we’d do everything we could to get all the girls out. After what had happened to Rea, we didn’t want to leave anyone behind. I know this change in plan was putting everything in jeopardy. 
 
    “Get Irina and Zola out?” Natasha interrupts from the backseat. “What is going on?” 
 
    I turn to face her. 
 
    “Just trust Oliver, ok? This all ends today.” 
 
    Her eyes go wide, and she looks up at the imposing building, which has been my torture place for just over a month but hers for a lot longer. 
 
    “Leaving?” she whispers. 
 
    “Look after Rea,” I tell her. She shuts her mouth and brings the other girl on the backseat into her arms. 
 
    Oliver puts the car into drive, and we speed off down the drive way. There are four cars in the convoy. Oliver leads. The car with the Pakhan in is second. The two other cars, which I assume contain guards, bring up the rear. I reach out and place my hand over Oliver’s. 
 
    “I trust you,” I whisper to him. He doesn’t take his eyes of the road. He keeps them directly in front of him, but I know he hears me for he turns his hand around and squeezes my fingers. I need to leave him to concentrate. This is the life he knows, the thrill of a chase, the anticipation of a fight, walking the tightrope between breathing and dying. I sit back in my seat and allow the man I love to fight for us in the only way he knows how. 
 
    His eyes flick up to the rearview mirror and over to the wing mirror on his side. He puts his foot gently down onto the accelerator, and we speed up a bit. I dare to look in my wing mirror, and I can see two other cars have joined our group. Oliver flicks his eyes between the mirrors again and presses his foot further down on the accelerator. We are on a freeway, now, and must be going close to one hundred miles per hour. The road is eerily empty, apart from the odd car that pulls over on seeing our cavalcade coming. Rea lets out a small whimper from the back of the car, and I turn to see Natasha bringing her closer into her arms. Natasha looks up to me, and I can see how scared she is. I give her a nod of reassurance, but my gut is twisting itself in knots with the nerves I have cascading through my body, right now. ‘Trust, trust, trust.’ I repeat in my head, and that’s when all hell breaks loose. One of the additional cars, which joined our group, all of a sudden speeds up until it’s beside my side of our car and swerving into us. Oliver manages to avoid it.  
 
    “Get down,” he orders, and we all slide down, immediately, into our seats. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out his gun. I’m lying as flat to the seat as I can, and I watch him stretch his arm over me before shooting the weapon through the closed window. Glass smashes when the bullet penetrates the window, but it doesn’t shatter over me. He shoots twice more in quick succession. There’s screeching of brakes, the horrific sound of metal crunching, and then the other vehicle is gone. I feel the car lurch as we speed up even faster. The scenery flashes past the window, and I can barely breathe. Natasha and Rea are both crying in the back seat of the car. 
 
    “He knows,” Natasha whimpers. “He’s going to kill us.” 
 
    “He can’t!” Oliver shouts. “Fuck!” he exclaims, and I can’t help but sit up to see what is going on. The road is blocked. An accident up ahead is going to prevent us from getting through. Oliver slams on the brakes and tries to turn the car off the road, but we grind to a halt in the boggy undergrowth of a field waterlogged by the Russian winter. The car is suddenly surrounded by men with guns, my door is opened, and I’m ripped from the vehicle. The same happens to Oliver and we’re dragged out into the field, guns placed at our heads by the men with balaclavas over their heads.  
 
    The Pakhan slides confidently from his vehicle, a malevolent smirk on his face. He’s instantly flanked by two men with hidden faces, one of whom hands him a gun. 
 
    “Traitor.” 
 
    He spits the words at Oliver and uses the barrel of his gun to hit my lover in the face. 
 
    “No.” I’m struggling. Trying to get up so that I can help him, but the man holding me down is too strong.  
 
    “Shut up, bitch,” he instructs me and presses the barrel of his weapon harder into my head. 
 
    “Did you really think I wouldn’t know that you were fucking one of my girls. I could smell you all over her. You’ll never learn, will you, Oliver Volkov. You’re weak because of a decent pussy, just like your father was. And look what happened to him.” The Pakhan laughs. “His death was quick. Yours will be anything but. I’m going to make the biggest example of you, more so than anyone I ever have before. I’m going to rejoice in watching you suffer while I take her pretty little cunt and tear it the fuck apart.” The Pakhan slams Oliver in the face again, but he remains upright. His face is red with fury and the need to protect me from what he knows the Pakhan can do. “Ten men will be nothing by the time I’ve finished with her. I made a promise to Rea, I’d give her to the guards if she didn’t do what I told her. Well, it’s going to be a reality for your girl.” 
 
    Oliver tries to get to his feet to attack the Pakhan, but several men descend upon him and pin him down. The Pakhan comes closer to me, and I’m pulled up onto my feet.  
 
    “Such a pretty girl, he was one of my best, and you’ve stolen him from me. I’ve worked so many years on him. My daddy and his were best friends, you see. When they took Oliver away, I grew jealous. How could he be allowed to leave this life when I couldn’t, so I told my daddy I wanted him back. I was his Prince, the heir apparent, that he knew would bring great power to our name. What I wanted I got, and Oliver was returned and turned into my number two. He was loyal and never questioned anything until you came along. You’re responsible for what happens next, not me.” 
 
    The Pakhan brings his hand against my cheek and strokes it down over my neck and across my breast before trailing to the junction between my thighs. With an inhuman amount of strength and a tortuous noise, Oliver breaks free from those holding him down and grabs a gun ready to fire. He’s not quick enough, though. The Pakhan grabs me by the throat and pulls me in front of him. I know Oliver. I know his skills with a weapon. He can still end this, now. Take out his target, through me. 
 
    “Do it,” I tell him, my eyes filled with tears. “Oliver, kill him. End this.” 
 
    He hesitates, his finger over the trigger. The men around him are coming to their senses, and he has a matter of moments to fire before they reach for their guns and fire a hail of bullets into him. 
 
    “Oliver, please!” I scream, but nothing happens. He doesn’t fire. Instead, he smirks. I flick my head around to see a man with a weapon to the Pakhan’s head. Several of the men are re-moving their balaclavas and disarming the Pakhan’s men. I notice they look Mexican in origin, not Russian. These aren’t the guards who have tortured me over the last month. 
 
    “Oliver Volkov?” The man with the gun at the Pakhan’s head speaks. 
 
    “Me,” Oliver replies but keeps his weapon aimed at the Pakhan. “I hope it wasn’t any of your men I ran off the road. I didn’t spot you at first.” 
 
    “Nope, they were all his men.” 
 
    “Good,” Oliver replies. 
 
    “Ivanov,” the man with the gun at the Pakhan’s head addresses the man still holding me close to him. I know he has the strength within him to snap my neck if he wants. “Let go of the girl. She and the others are walking out of here with Mr. Volkov.” 
 
    The Pakhan laughs. 
 
    “Disparar.” The man says shoot in Spanish, which is followed by the sound of guns going off. I can hear myself screaming, and I squeeze my eyes shut. When I dare to open them, I see all the Pakhan’s guards executed on the ground. I look over to the vehicles where Irina, Zola, Natasha, and Rea cower down. I can hear them crying and praying for mercy.  
 
    “Let the girl go,” the man orders the Pakhan again. He obeys this time, and I walk as quickly as I can to Oliver. He’s still got his weapon aimed in the direction of the Pakhan, and before I reach him, I hear it go off. I spin around on my heels and see a gun flying through the air from the Pakhan’s hand. He must have pulled it from his pocket. The man behind him looks stunned and steps aside, knowing what’s about to happen. 
 
    . In the Pakhan’s hand is a large hole. Oliver pushes me aside and stalks to the man who’s tormented both our lives – mine for a short time, Oliver’s for twenty years.  
 
    “That was for Rea.” Oliver fumes and shoots, again, this time into the Pakhan’s other hand. “That’s for Natasha.” Another two shots are fired into the Pakhan’s legs. “For Irina and Zola.” The Pakhan cries out in agony on the ground. The Mexican men around us step back and allow Oliver this moment.  
 
    He moves the gun to the Pakhan’s chest and fires again. 
 
    “For Amaya.” 
 
    He stands over the man who nearly destroyed his life. He isn’t dead yet, but it won’t be long. He’s bleeding out and must be in so much pain. I go over to Oliver and wrap my arm around him. I don’t know why, but I reach out for the gun in his hand, and taking it from him, I point it directly at the Pakhan’s head. His eyes are glassed over in fear of the death that’s about to come to him. I savor that look. It’s one he’s seen in my eyes, and in Irina’s, Zola’s, Natasha’s and Rea’s on so many occasions. I get it, the power, the authority over another person, but I don’t want that. I just want a peaceful life with the man I love. 
 
    I pull the trigger, and the world goes quiet. 
 
    “That one was for Oliver.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    OLIVER 
 
      
 
    “How was practice today?” Amaya asks, placing the dish of chicken fajitas in front of me as I rub my stomach. I sit at the brightly colored table in the kitchen of our small, but adequate home in Mexico on the outskirts of the capital city. My woman is an amazing cook. I’m glad of my job as coach for the local school’s soccer team because I get to run around most of the day. I think I’d be the size of a house by now, if I didn’t. 
 
    “It was good,” I reply, shoveling in a mouthful of my wife’s food. “There’s a boy there who’s good enough to make it to the big time, I think. He reminds me of myself when I was a kid, always kicking a ball about.” The food sticks in my mouth, and I cough. I haven’t thought about myself as boy beyond the shooting, training, and murder, for a long time now. It’s been five years since Charlie Decena, the leader of the Los Zetas, sent his men to help rescue us from the hands of Pakhan Ivanov. So much has changed since then. Along with the other rescued girls, we all left Russia that day and haven’t been back since. Irina and Zola stayed with us for a short while as we built a home and a life in Mexico, but they knew they needed to escape all memories of their past and left for America and a new life. We received an anonymous email from them about two years back, letting us know that life was good. It definitely settled Amaya’s worries as well as my own. Natasha and Rea stayed in Mexico with us. Natasha is married. She’s still a bit of a wild child, but her husband looks after and protects her. Rea is a different story. 
 
    I look up as the lady I speak of enters the room, carrying my three-year-old son, Matias. She hands him over to me, and he settles into my lap and picks pieces of my fajitas off my plate. 
 
    “Let Daddy eat.” Rea laughs, but I still see the sadness in her eyes. Shortly after we arrived, she tried to commit suicide. Thankfully, we found her in time, but she still bears the scars on her arms along with the memories of her forced abortion and hysterectomy. It was hard for her when Amaya fell pregnant, but eventually she took on the duties of a nanny to our son and six-month-old daughter, Luciana, who I assume is sleeping. It’s as though she’s found her place in life, and she realizes it’s with them. I’m glad for it. There isn’t a day that goes by I don’t feel guilty for not getting her out sooner, but I needed Amaya and her love to turn me around from the monster they’d created.  
 
    Violence isn’t a part of my world anymore. It was at first. I struggled without the routine and the need to vent my anger somewhere. I helped Charlie out a couple of times on missions, but it wasn’t the same for me anymore, and I found myself craving Amaya more than the need for killing. Eventually, I stopped, and I’ve replaced my need for darkness with a need to worship her, instead. I think it’s a much better deal than the one I had before.  
 
    We married shortly after we came here. A beautiful ceremony, according to all our friends, in the sunset on the beaches of Cancun. I wasn’t really aware of much apart from the beautiful woman in front of me who I was marrying.  
 
    I look down at my son, and he rubs his finger over the tattoo on my hand. The circle that was contained in the middle has been turned into a heart. All of my tattoos have been changed. They no longer represent the old life I had but show off the new – my children, and Amaya being my world. 
 
    “For Mama,” he says and rubs his finger over the design again. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Love, Mama,” he shouts to Amaya, and she comes over to give him a kiss.  
 
    “Love, Matias” 
 
    He goes from my lap and into her arms, and she swings him around.  
 
    “How was your day?” I ask her. 
 
    I managed to get most of my money out of Russia, and Charlie negotiated a sum for Amaya from her father’s role in the cartel, so we don’t have a pressing need to work, but we both enjoy it because it seems so normal after our previous lives. She works for a domestic violence charity nearby. When she first came back, she met with a counselor along with Natasha and Rea. Eventually, she took her own qualifications as one and works part time, helping out with women who’ve been the victims of abuse. I guess her own past gives her the sympathy and understanding that many others wouldn’t have.  
 
    “Good,” she says. There was this one girl – her story was hard, but she’s in a safe place now and doing well mentally.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” I pull her close to me and kiss where our third child grows in her belly. She’s only a few weeks along, and it was a complete surprise so soon after Luciana, but I must admit I’m quite enjoying the fact that we are destined to have a big family. Destined. There’s that word again. Nothing is destined, really, because you can always change your stars. That’s what Amaya and I did. 
 
    Rea shakes her head when Amaya runs her hand through my hair. 
 
    “I think I’m going to put this little man to bed before you two get any more affectionate. We don’t need to see that.” 
 
    She takes Matias from Amaya’s arms, and they both do a big “Yuck”, together at the thought of us kissing or, in Rea’s case, doing more than just sucking each other’s face. Matias kisses us both goodnight, and she takes him toward the door then pauses.  
 
    “I almost forgot. I won’t be here tomorrow evening. Samuel from the village has asked if I’d like to go to the fete with him. I said yes. I hope that’s alright?” Rea bites her lip timidly. 
 
    “Of course it’s alright.” Amaya grips tight to my shoulder, and I know that she’s trying really hard not to jump and up down in delight at the news. I stifle a laugh. “I’ll come home from work early, and I can help you choose what to wear and help you get dressed.” 
 
    “I’d like that,” Rea replies and disappears out of the door with our son. 
 
    “She’s going to be alright, isn’t she?” Pushing my chair back, Amaya slides onto my lap, and I press a kiss to her lips. 
 
    “Samuel’s a good man. She’ll be absolutely fine.” 
 
    “I’m so happy, Oliver.” 
 
    “So am I, Mrs. Reynolds” We lost the name Volkov when we married and decided to use my mother’s surname, instead. Neither of us wanted reminders of Russia following us around every day. “How about you give me a little gift to go with my dinner?” I wink at her. 
 
    “What could you possible want? You’re the man who has everything.” 
 
    I bring my hand up her smooth legs and dip it under her skirt. I press my palm against her lace covered clit and feel she’s already wet. But then she’s always that way when I’m with her. I pull the flimsy fabric aside and stroke at the tender bundle of nerves. It doesn’t take long, and I can tell she’s close. 
 
    “Amaya?” 
 
    “Yours, Oliver, always yours.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    I always knew when the end came for me it wouldn’t be quick. People in my walk of life don’t get off that easily. Secrets are power but collecting those secrets can put a girl in a deadly situation at the hands of someone who would do anything—including torture—to get them. 
 
    I carried out my first hit at fourteen in a hotel room with a halcone who believed I’d give him a fantastic night.  
 
    The last seven years have been a chaotic storm of parties and gatherings, short trips, pickups and deliveries, and the worst—long undercover operations that could last months with the sole purpose of gaining trust and digging up the deepest and darkest secrets the cartel guarded. Get close, but not too close. Make sure they feel in control, but never too much. A wink, a nod, a toast. The more I stand out, the more I don’t. No one expects someone who does what I do to hide under the brightest spotlight. That’s why I’m good.  
 
    That’s what Jorge told me, anyway.  
 
    But, there’s no spotlight now. No backup. No plan except giving into the darkness before my secrets are stolen.  
 
    This is what I trained for. This is why Jorge was so hard on me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 PUERTO VALLARTA 
 
      
 
    I sink into the hot foamy water of my freshly drawn bath, knowing it’ll do little to reach the core of my pain, and even less for my wounded ego. But the lavender scent does its job and calms my senses until my sore muscles begin to unravel themselves. I’ve only been back from Los Angeles for five days. Back from a six-month assignment. Six months of working my way into Sureños and charming a beady-eyed drug lord named Gabe.  
 
    It was all going as expected until Gabe’s ego got him killed by a rival gang, and Jorge dragged my ass back to Mexico and busted it—repeatedly for good measure. Failure is not acceptable. It doesn’t matter the cause of that failure, with Gabe dead, Jorge wasn’t getting the info or leverage he wanted, and regardless of logic, that was my fault. My fault for not working faster when I’m supposed to focus on the long game. My fault for not predicting the future, I guess. For not convincing Gabe not to go out that night, but I also had to maintain my cover, and follow Jorge’s rules.  
 
    A shooting, electrifying, pain wrenches my back, contorting my body into an awkward position within the tight confines of the tub. I close my eyes and draw in one controlled breath after another until the pain finally passes and my body relaxes into the curves of the white porcelain under me.  
 
    When I’m on Jorge’s good side again, I should upgrade to a Jacuzzi. 
 
    I have my own small villa on the corner of Jorge’s fortified compound, but I usually find more peace when I’m on assignment. Here, he keeps tabs on my every move—not that he can’t do that when I’m halfway around the world. But on the compound, the weight of his control and the pressure to please him multiply, encapsulating every thought and movement until I spend every second on high alert, numb to everything else. 
 
    Although, numb sounds appealing right now.   
 
    He trained me for years to shut off the pain. Ignore it. Go to the blank space inside my head where the white noise shields me from reality. A training exercise we repeated over and over until he was certain I’d never reveal his secrets. But, yesterday, when he finally allowed me to leave his mansion and return to my private space, it was with strict orders not to do so. 
 
    It’s ironic how long I spent wanting to be part of his world—yearning to end the isolation he imposed on me—and now, at the first opportunity I get, I shelter myself away from all of it.  
 
    I sink deeper into the water until the bubbles caress my chin, and I almost feel normal. At least, as normal as I’ve ever imagined for someone whose life’s work includes infiltrating whatever group Jorge sets his sights on, then blackmailing and sometimes murdering their members.  
 
    My solitude shatters when hard-soled shoes shuffle against the stone floor of the hallway. Jorge allows no one else in or near my villa when I’m home, so I have no doubt it’s him. His presence cuts through the silence of the evening before he reaches my bedroom door, and as the doorknob turns, the hairs on the back of my arms stand on end. I dunk them into the water, under the bubbles, and out of mind. Out of his sight. I know what’s probably coming, another round of punishment—or training, which is just as bad.   
 
    He barges into the bathroom without the slightest in formalities, and he stands above me in a grey, finely-tailored Zegna suit, imported straight from Italy. Probably paid for with a woman or two. At least he’s in polished mode. Less likely that he’ll want to get dirty. His usually wild black hair is slicked back and pulled into a ponytail at the base of his skull, and his face is shadowed with stubble.  
 
    “You need to work on your English accent,” he says—in his horrible attempt at sounding English.  
 
    Not that anyone would correct him or tell him how broken it sounds. No one in their right mind corrects Jorge on any matter.  
 
    “My English is perfect,” I say, matter-of-fact. As is my French, Spanish, Russian, Persian… but unlike him, I’ve spoken most of those languages as long as I can remember. Longer than I choose to remember.  
 
    His deep eyes lock on me, and I consider hiding beneath the layer of bubbles covering most of my body. At least he came at the start of the bath, while I still have the rich foam barrier. The bubbles don’t make a difference, really, but I feel better with them there. Covering the bruises and scratches from our last scrap. His nose flares. “You’ll be leaving for Canada in the morning. Toronto.”  
 
    “What?” I straighten my legs, pushing my top half out of the water so I’m sitting up. Canada? Toronto? I can’t have heard him right. He’s never sent me there.  
 
    Never sent me back there. My mind screams, betraying the barrier I’d solidified to keep that part of my past shrouded away.  
 
    Jorge doesn’t even bat an eye, not for my reaction or my nude form. He’s seen every inch of me and knows it all intimately even if not sexually. That was a whole different side of his training regimen. We’d never fucked—not in the literal sense, but that didn’t stop him from fucking with me to the point of pain.  
 
    “Miguel will be here at five am to drive you to the airport.” He pulls back the left side of his suit jacket and drops a zip-lock bag on the stool next to the tub. “Get your new persona together.” 
 
     “Yes, Sir,” I say automatically.  
 
    Cold and distant is nothing new for him. That’s just how he is, it’s not an act, but it is very intentional at times. He knows how his harsh tone heightens my need for his acceptance. How one tender moment can break me and make me yearn for the opportunity to please him. When I think about it logically, it doesn’t make sense. I understand the fucking psychology. I use it. It shouldn’t have that same effect on me, but it does. Every fucking time.  
 
    Something inside me, something logic and reason will never touch, wants to be more than the beautiful facade I’ve been crafted into.  
 
    When I think he will leave without another word, my lungs refuse to move, like they’ve been filled with cement instead of air. But, for a split second, his shoulders relax and the two wrinkles between his brows vanish. “Mi poco cierva,” he says softly, leaning down just enough to cup my cheek and trace his thumb just under my cheekbone. “No me falles de nuevo.” Don’t let me down again. 
 
    He straightens so quickly, it’s as if the movement pulls the air from my lungs, and suddenly, I’m all alone again. I don’t want to hate it, but I want my master’s acceptance again. His touch—although unforgiving—is the only one I know. And he’s been making a point of leaving me in the cold. Usually I can handle that too, but I don’t know how to navigate his increasing violence over details that don’t seem to make a difference. Something has him rattled. And I know if I fuck up again, it will be my end.  
 
    I reach for the bag and stare at the contents. A smart phone—like every other he’s given me, it will be equipped with a hidden app with everything I need. And official documents. As fucking official as it gets. My photo on a Toronto driver’s license and passport, and a birth certificate all bearing the name Carley Martin.  
 
    New me. Canadian citizen. Sometimes I wonder how Jorge comes up with such documents at the drop of a hat, but it wouldn’t be such a surprise if he had contacts in every government. Every embassy. Certainly he has one in nearly every major gang, cartel, syndicate. You name it.  
 
    He plays them all like a delicate game of chess. Sometimes I’m his queen, but usually, I feel more like a pawn. His only pawn. Expendable, even if rare and expensive to replace.  
 
    I’m who he wants me to be on any given night with little to no notice. Some would call my kind chameleon, others a fox, Jorge prefers his “poco cierva,” little doe. Soft, unassuming, deadly.  
 
    I reach forward to return the paperwork to the stool, but the pain catches in my back again, and for a long moment I can’t breathe. Something torn, pinched, broken, I don’t know, but it’s the price of failure.  
 
    Even though my failure wasn’t a “fail” in the literal sense. Jorge classifies failure as he sees fit. And when he does, it’s often followed by a blind rage that makes me long for the cold and distant.  
 
    I give the bag a toss, and it lands on the corner of the stool, balancing there while I sink into the water, letting what’s left of the heat ease my aches and pains for just a moment longer before it’s time to transform. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 TORONTO 
 
      
 
    Staring up at the partially lit buildings against the evening’s threatening grey sky is like stepping into a dream world. There’s something familiar about it, even though it seems like I’ve never set foot in the city before. Maybe I haven’t. Maybe that life really didn’t exist.  
 
    The cab stops outside a fancy high-rise hotel. It’s fitting that Jorge would send me now, when it seems like he’s still trying to teach me a lesson. But what is this lesson? Why send me back to the place I once called home? In another life. I’d be hard-pressed to even consider that girl me.  
 
    I hand the driver a twenty from my pocket, knowing the fare has already been taken care of. “Thank you,” I mumble, grabbing the small bag I’d brought with me on the flight.  
 
    I walk straight to the front desk with my ID in hand. “Reservation for Carley Martin,” I say automatically. After several minutes and repeat failures at small talk on the part of the front desk clerk, I have my card key and I’m on my way up to my penthouse suite.  
 
    No luggage. No packages.  
 
    I plop onto the edge of the bed, exhausted by little sleep and the long, boring flight that made the hours of waiting in airport lobbies seem enthralling. I open my phone, expecting an update, but I find nothing there either. No orders. No information. This is not normal for Jorge. He makes the devil in the details look lazy and disorganized. But apparently, he’s pissed enough to send me in blind.  
 
    I rub my finger over the scar next to the base of my thumb, feeling the lump of the tracking device just below the skin. He leaves nothing to chance. I imagine this whole sit and wait thing is part of his plan, so I grab the hotel phone and dial room service. If he’s going to be a twat, I’m at least having an expensive meal on his dime.  
 
    After a large meal—at least half of which I didn’t even touch—and a long shower, I check the phone again. Still nothing.  
 
    Part of my brain screams that something is wrong, but I quickly silence it. Jorge is testing my loyalty. He wants to know I’ll follow his orders without question. Or maybe, he wants to show me what it’s like when he decides to leave me dangling. I’m certain there’s a lesson in it either way, so instead of focusing on that, I climb into the center of the bed, close my eyes, and focus on the silence and the steady rhythm of air passing through my lungs.  
 
    When someone knocks on the door, my heart rate quickens, and I roll off the bed and glance through the peephole, hoping it might be the rest of my supplies. A man in a suit with a hotel name-badge stands outside the door with a small box tucked against his side. Better than nothing.  
 
    “Carley Martin?” he asks.  
 
    I nod and hold out my hand for the box, slipping him the last of my small bills. “Thank you.”  
 
    The box is lighter than I expected, and as soon as the door is closed, I tear it open. Inside, I find a pair of red heels, with a matching clutch, lacy underwear, and a cocktail dress neatly rolled up so as not to wrinkle. Perfect.  
 
    As I unroll the dress, a slip of paper falls out. Be ready for your taxi at 8:00.  
 
    I glance at the clock as I carry my attire to the bed. 7:45. I rush to pull on the ensemble, twist my hair into a passable bun, and grab my makeup kit—I’d have to apply that on the ride over.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    At eight on the dot, my taxi pulled up to the curb and whisked me away to a glowing nightclub on the outskirts of the Toronto entertainment district where I now stand under the blaring music, letting my eyes drift over the crowd. No one stands out, but I wish I had just an idea of what I’m supposed to be looking for. Usually by now, I have an entire dossier on my mark. Likes, dislikes, history, family, photos. The works. Usually, I know exactly what Jorge wants. Find the mark. Follow my orders.  
 
    But what are those orders now?  
 
    I smile as people pass, while I inwardly try to recognize their faces. I try to recognize anything that might jar my memory. Without one person to set my gaze on, I’m finding it increasingly difficult to focus. I shake my head and lift a glass off a passing tray when the waiter offers it. I don’t intend to drink it, but I need to blend in until I can figure out why I’m here.  
 
    What if I don’t figure it out? My heart does a somersault.  
 
    The long sleeves of my dress cover my bruised arms, but I find myself tugging at them incessantly as the heat within the club seems to climb. I make my way around the exterior, where I find a flight of stairs that leads up to a loft area overlooking the party. It seems like a good place to wait things out until I can get my bearings.  
 
    Around me, I hear mixed conversations. Some in English. Many in French and Spanish. Possibly a spot of Arabic… Russian… A typical gathering as far as Jorge’s standards go, but the sensory overload makes it hard to sort through the noise. What has Jorge sent me into this time? 
 
    Jorge is a picky, finicky, paranoid man and he always knows exactly what he wants me to bring back. Whether I come back with more or less doesn’t matter if it doesn’t meet his very narrow expectations. I’ve learned to live with this. I’ve learned to master navigating his detailed needs. But I feel duller than the last time I set out into this world as if I haven’t fully found my way out of the darkness since Jorge’s last explosion.  
 
    As I navigate through the crowd toward the stairs, a man in a suit takes my right shoulder. “My boss would like to speak with you.”  
 
    “Sounds like a personal problem,” I say lifting my glass to my lips even though I have no intention of drinking. Whatever the reason for sending me here, it’s not in my playbook to go where they tell me when they tell me. 
 
    Hard to get is always more effective.  
 
    But is it even his boss I’m here for?  
 
    My gaze drifts back to the stairs, and I see a familiar figure descending. It can’t be. I narrow my eyes and focus on the balding, middle-aged man. He glances quickly in my direction, then disappears into the sea of bodies huddled in the center of the room.  
 
    Hostia puta. Holy fuck.  
 
    I move to follow, forgetting the man whose hand is still on my arm. When he doesn’t release me, I cock my head, looking him dead in the eye. “Pardon me.” I lift my shoulder and pull away from him, then raise my glass in a faux cheer as I back away and mix into the crowd.  
 
    I rush through the center of the room, carefully ducking around the tight groups of people, laughing, chatting, and sharing drinks and hors d'oeuvres until a shoulder collides with mine, sending my drink sloshing over the edges of the glass.  
 
    “Excuse me,” a man says with a thick Spanish accent, grabbing my arm to steady me. “Are you okay?” he asks, his voice is deep, so deep, it’s as if the vibrations somehow reach my core. And although I heard every word, I find myself staring at him unable to answer. His face is chiseled and framed with long black hair, pulled back into a low ponytail, and a neatly trimmed beard. My gaze stops on the tattoo of a sparrow just under his collarbone, peeking out above the buttoned portion of his black shirt. For an instant, I think the tattoo moves, comes to life. Then, I blink.  
 
    “Estas bien?” he repeats, in Spanish this time. I certainly don’t remember so many people speaking Spanish here, but then again, I did for as long as I can remember. As did the man I think I’m chasing.  
 
    I narrow my eyes at him, reminding myself I speak English today. “I’m sorry,” I say, holding up my now half-empty glass. “It must’ve gone straight to my head.”  
 
    He nods, but doesn’t look entirely convinced. His brown eyes seem to look right through me instead.  
 
    Then, I catch the same familiar face over his shoulder again, ducking into a back hallway. “Excuse me,” I say, somehow finding my balance again. “Thank you for your concern, but I must catch up with an old friend.”  
 
    I hope that whatever my problem was has truly passed as I make my way through the crowd toward the hallway. I hand a waitress my half-empty glass and rub the back of my hand over my forehead. It comes away streaked with sweat and makeup. It must be at least ninety degrees in here. How can anyone stand to dance in this hellhole? 
 
    “Estás perdido?” Are you lost? A man asks, leaning against the far corner.  
 
    “Eh?” Shit. I quickly switch back to English hoping he didn’t notice. “I’m looking for the bathroom.”  
 
    A man brushes up against me from behind. “No one’s buying that, Poco Cierva.”  
 
    Little doe, Jorge’s name for me. I feel my thigh for the weapon I usually carry, but it isn’t there. Nothing. Nothing. I remember I’m unarmed.  
 
    His fingers brush my bare arms as he circles to my right. Then, one lone finger touches my skin, tracing over my collarbone from the base of my neck outward, pushing my hair over my shoulder. Then, he taps the underside of my chin for me to raise my head.  
 
    “I don’t—” I feign ignorance, but anyone who knows what Jorge calls me can’t be acting on intuition.  
 
    “Don’t,” he growls, shoving me backward with his mass.  
 
    “Can’t blame a girl for trying.” Somehow, I mutter the words, even though I can’t seem to find air in my lungs for anything else.  
 
    His stoic expression slides away, like a melting wax figure. He snaps at the man who’d been standing near the corner and I glance quickly over his shoulder to assess the situation. The lone man has multiplied, and at least six more wait at the opposite end of the hall. They all wear black trousers, adorned with fancy black leather belts, and topped with white tailored shirts.  
 
    I could fight the man closest to me. I could easily take him, but there are at least half a dozen men at either of my exits watching our every move, including the one who’d called me out by the stairs.  
 
    They out number me. No matter how I react, they're going to take me, and it won't be quick.  
 
    “Show us what you’ve got, zorra.”  
 
    Fox. Spy. My heart flutters in my chest, and I swallow hard, almost choking on my attempt not to show him my reaction. He doesn’t just suspect it. He doesn’t have a hunch that I can disprove or brush off. He knows, I’m a spy.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    3 
 
      
 
    “Olvidado,” I say, my voice toneless and empty. Forgotten. The word had been ingrained in me since the moment I went into training for Jorge. Until it became automatic under duress. The only acceptable answer. The point in which I let my mind go blank. No one will get anything out of me. As much as they want it. 
 
    Its significance is ironic now.  
 
    My need for it would usually come with the insinuation I actually have the desired information. This time, they probably know more than I do. Unfortunately, they sure as hell aren’t going to believe my ignorance.  
 
    That ignorance is easily the most terrifying enemy I’ve ever faced. Worse than the cartel leaders I’ve been sent to seduce and kill, worse than the Barones I’ve been sent to collect information on, worse than their wives I’ve been sent to blackmail.  
 
    Worse than Jorge when I don’t come home with exactly what he wants.  
 
    I don’t know what I’m doing here, or—considering my lack of supplies and information—if backup even exists anymore. And I have nothing to leverage. 
 
    Which leaves me with two choices. One, put up a fight and let them start the inevitable torture with a beating. Or two, let myself be captured and maintain whatever physical and mental strength I have for as long as possible before I either escape, or I finally convince them to kill me.  
 
    I hold my arms out, slightly lifted from my sides, my empty palms flat, facing the man in front of me, and let the world fade to a dull grey where little they do will ever reach me. “Olvidado.”  
 
    One of the oddities in my world is that you seem far more suspicious for surrendering when surrounded by at least thirteen hostiles than if you just suck it up and fight the losing battle.  
 
    Hell, given the circumstances, I’d be suspicious of myself, but the whole thing makes for one lame standoff. They stand and wait, prolonging the inevitable.  
 
    “I’m unarmed,” I say. “What do you want?”  
 
    The man towering over me smirks. “Jorge said you wouldn’t crumble, although I expected more of a fight.”  
 
    “Yeah, well…” I shake my head. “I’m smart enough to know when the odds aren’t in my favor.”  
 
    He growls, pushing me backward into the wall. “You know it’s not going to be that easy.”  
 
    I feel a sharp pinch in my hip and gasp.  
 
    His left eye twitches as he steps back and raises his hand. His knuckles leave nothing to mercy as they connect with my cheekbone. Whipping me sideways as everything flashes black for a millisecond. “Nochnaja babochka.” 
 
    Russian? Hooker. I draw back unconsciously. Spanish, Russian, he knows Jorge, he knows me. And I don’t know jack shit other than I’m screwed. 
 
    “Olvidado,” I scream back at him. I shouldn’t be so angry. I shouldn’t be letting emotions take over my thoughts. I should already be in my blank space, but my mind dances and skitters around like a restless animal.  
 
    He grabs me by the throat, lifting me to the tips of my toes as he shoves me backward, into reach of several of his men. “Olvidado? Poco zorra, I’m intimately familiar with training your kind, but breaking you will be far more fun.” His eyes narrow, searching down my throat, my chest, my center…. For what? 
 
    Ironic, isn’t it? I’m trained to profess my ignorance to death to protect my master, and the one time my ignorance is real, there’s no one under the sun who would believe me. I don’t know why I’m here. I don’t know what this man wants. Who he is. And if he doesn’t kill me, Jorge will. 
 
    “Do what you will,” I say with what little room he gives me to breathe.  
 
    He shoves me back and two sets of hands grab my arms, another yanks a fabric hood over my head, pulling the fabric tight around my neck until I choke. White patches flash in my eyes as my body struggles for air. Then I feel another pressure on my neck.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    I wake to the sound of a bone-gnawing scream. It’s not until I feel the pain in my throat that I realize I’m the one doing the screaming.  
 
    Someone smacks my face. “Silence. I haven’t done anything to you, yet.”  
 
    The hood still covers my face, but I can make out a dull light and a figure standing in front of me.  
 
    If he hasn’t done anything, what the hell is that searing pain ripping through my spine. I whimper involuntarily as the pain hits my head with almost deafening force, bringing with it a roar in my ears as if I’d just been plunged in water. My arms are tied behind my back like large, numb sausages with the weight of my body on them.  
 
    Someone jerks me into a sitting position. With a crack, the pain worsens until I feel like I’ll vomit, and then it gradually subsides. My legs drape over the edge of a small cot. I feel the cold concrete floor under my toes, but at the same time I can’t feel it. The sensations are all wrong.   
 
    I’ve never wanted to see Jorge more in my life. I’d settle for one of his beatings even.  
 
    Although, given the condition of my back, I wouldn’t last long there either.  
 
    It takes all my energy to focus on breathing through my nose.  
 
    I’m yanked to my feet, but I stumble, falling to my knees with a crack when my legs refuse to hold my weight. My arms sting with the returning blood flow and I clench my teeth, refusing to make a sound.  
 
    The man rubs his hands down my arms, obviously aware of my discomfort and using it to his full advantage. Air hisses through my teeth and my toes curl. He laces something through the ropes binding my arms. Something squeaks above me, and then my arms are drawn upward behind me. My shoulders strain at the unnatural position. There is no relief. Nowhere to go. My joints reach their limit, but I’m still pulled upward. I scramble to my feet before my shoulders dislocate, but I feel like I’m standing on two stretched and mangled springs rather than legs. Every part of my body tingles. My muscles ache. And the room dims as lights flash behind my eyes.  
 
    With the rope pulled as tight as it will go, and my arms completely immobilized, pulled up behind me at a painfully odd angle, the squeaking above me finally stops.  
 
    “Jorge has outdone himself,” the man says. His footsteps circle around me as his hand slides around my hips and ass. “Let’s see what’s under this dress.”  
 
    I see him through the hood again—just his outline, standing in front of me, then cold metal presses against my skin between my breasts.  
 
    “It would be much simpler to unzip me.” My words sound as if my vocal cords have been through a grinder. 
 
    “Not as fun,” he says, slicing through the black fabric down to my navel, and letting the material fall to the floor. He snaps each strap on my bra, then slips his finger through the clasp between my breasts and flicks it, letting it fall as well. The cold metal of the knife under the strap of my thong and yanks, pulling me forward with a quick motion before the blade cuts through the strap. I sway and regain what little balance I have as he cuts the final strap, leaving me standing there naked.  
 
    “No trackers?” He reaches between my legs, jamming his fingers abruptly through my folds.  
 
    I gasp. Second-nature kicks in and I move quickly, bringing my knee up, but I hit nothing but air.  
 
    As the pain sweeps over me and my world tilts, I hear the crisp snap of electricity, just before something connects with my side, and my whole body goes rigid with the current vibrating through my body. My knees give out, leaving my full weight on my shoulders and the rope holding me up. My spine screams in agony.  
 
    “You don’t disappoint, Poco Ciervo,” he says, grabbing a fistful of my hair and jerking my head back while I struggle to get my legs under me and working again.  
 
    Just as I regain some semblance of balance, he shoves my head sideways, undoing my work. The cold metal presses against my hip again and he drags it around my waist. Behind me again, he grabs my left hand, and I feel his fingers dig into the base of my thumb, feeling for the rice-sized tracker embedded there. With a quick slice, I feel my skin split, just like the black dress as he digs in the knife and twists. I hear something tiny bounce against the floor beneath me.  
 
    “We’re going to have plenty of fun together,” he says, pressing his hand to the small of my back.  
 
    Olvidado. I try to retreat. 
 
    I hear the snap of the taser again and see the flash of light inches from my right cheek. I smell the current, mixed with the tang of blood from my hand.  
 
    Olvidado. 
 
    “Don’t bother trying to block me out,” he says. “The cocktail running through your veins is enough to keep you from hiding behind that mental wall. You feel it, don’t you?”  
 
    The smell of his stale breath seeps through the hood and tangle with the others and the heat of my own breath, creating a thick cloud around me.  
 
    “You feel the shift,” he continues in a smooth, lilting tone. “Just as you try to thread the needle, the thread snaps.”  
 
    He takes a step back, moving the taser down my body, just inches from my skin. My fine hair stands on end as it passes, then, he dips his hand and catches the tip of my nipple in its current. I scream involuntarily as my body arches.  
 
    “Jorge te matará.” Jorge will kill you, I mutter through my clenched teeth.  
 
    “You and I both know he doesn’t get his hands dirty,” his voice is low and silky smooth.  
 
    He forces his hand between my legs, but as soon as I flinch to resist him, I feel the threat in the raspy arc of electricity inches from my core. I stare up at the light above his head, trying to block him out and his rancid touch, but I feel every moment as his fingers part me, circling first my front hole and then moving further back. I involuntarily squirm, which elicits a chuckle from him. He crouches as his hand sinks deeper between my legs and one finger presses past the tight muscle of my anus.  
 
    “Wasn’t it brilliant of Jorge to keep you chaste,” his finger remains inside me while his thumb presses at my other entrance, and he speaks calmly, almost with that seductive tone Jorge instilled in me. “Any man he’s sent you to seduce can find a whore, but your job was to keep something over them. A need they couldn’t shake. But did you believe that was the only purpose?”  
 
    I clench my teeth. He’s trying to get to you… 
 
    Mierda. I can’t hold on long enough to reason my way out of reacting. I can’t reason my way out of this cell, not when he knows exactly what I am. Even if I could get past the malfunction in my brain, I’m uncertain my limbs and body will obey. I still feel the tingle in my arms and legs and I don’t know if it’s from the shock, the drugs, or the growing discomfort radiating from between my shoulder blades. 
 
    This breathless state of uncertainty is foreign. Not since….  
 
    Not since the dark. 
 
    The taser cracks against my skin again and my body arches. Then, he returns his attention between my legs, flicking my clit.  
 
    Olvidado. Olvidado. I repeat the word in my head, trying to keep my breathing even. Begging my mind to turn to white noise and allow me to escape.  
 
    He takes my left nipple in his mouth, licking it gently at first before his teeth clamp down, and I swear he must have drawn blood.  
 
    Even though the room feels hot an eerie chill invades my body, rattling my already strained muscles.  
 
    A hot puff of air hits my stomach, then his tongue invades my belly button, and even though I know it’s useless, I try to recoil from his touch.  
 
    “What do you want?” The words slip out.  
 
    He straightens and a hand clasps against my jaw, then he presses his lips against mine. The hood may partially obscure my vision, but it does nothing to shield me from his touch or his hot breath. “To watch you crumble.”  
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    The cot beneath me shakes as what sounds like an explosion echoes overhead.  
 
    I’m still alive.  
 
    I can’t fucking move, but I’m still alive.  
 
    The room spins. Closing in on me then receding again. Fuck. It’s like those damn rides I’ve only seen on television. At least the hood is gone. No more ropes. But I can see every cut, welt, and bruise marring my skin.  
 
    I roll, landing on the hard, concrete floor. It’s not even something I feel. Hell, I’m not sure I can feel my legs at all. I poke one thigh to be sure.  
 
    Nope.  
 
    Maybe.  
 
    Are these my hands?  
 
    Every sensation seems off. Removed from me like I’m staring down at a body I have no connection to.  
 
    Voices and footsteps approach from all around me. From every direction.  
 
    The door opens.  
 
    “Hay una chica aquí,” a new stranger yells. He waves at someone, “Lucero.”  
 
    “Hijo de puta,” the second man says. He also gestures to someone beyond the door, then turns to me, crouching in front of me. “Estás bien?” 
 
    I watch his lips move, hear the sounds, but none of it means anything. 
 
    “You speak English?” he says. “Français? Russkiy yazyk?” 
 
    The rising temperature in my body breaks my trance long enough for me to mutter one word before the room dims. “Olvidado.” 
 
    I’m conscious enough to feel them wrap something around me. I feel the wind—the cool, refreshing air—as we move. But where? Where are they taking me?  
 
    I don’t care this time.  
 
    A door swings on its hinges and a rush of even colder air rushes over me. In an instant I feel like I’m falling.  
 
    He dropped me?  
 
    No, the freefall lasts too long.  
 
    With a shake, I realize I’m still in his arms. I see a mass of blurry figures moving all around us. Then a line of black SUVs comes into view. I jump when, suddenly, another man stands over me, pressing his fingers to my throat. I wait for unconsciousness. Hope for unconsciousness, but his touch is gentle.  
 
    Frantic words are exchanged over me in Spanish. Who is she? Something about Serge… Their words are too fast and I’m not lucid enough to keep up in any language. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    Olvidado. Forgotten.  
 
    My safe haven, that mental blank in the back of my mind has become my prison.  
 
    Jorge. My Master. I reason that must be where the thread begins, but it isn’t.  
 
    Not anymore.  
 
    I wake in a soft bed, curled into a nest of sheets and I wonder for a minute if it was all a horrible dream. But as my eyes begin to take in the details of the dim room, I realize it’s anything but familiar.  
 
    The last thing I remember clearly is the fight with Jorge.  
 
    Why can’t I remember?  
 
    Flashes are all I can seem to find. A black material over my head, covering my face. The taser. Hands all over my body—as if touching me to prove I had no choice. Or a promise of what was to come once he was done with the torture. Then, the icy water, pouring down on my head until I couldn’t breathe through the fabric and my body convulses in the oxygen-less cold.  
 
    There’s an uncertainty that comes with working for lobos like Jorge. Lone wolves may set their own rules, but eventually, they have to play by someone else’s. Is that what happened?  
 
    I roll off the bed to my feet, but my body seems to have other ideas. My back feels like I’ve been stabbed with an icepick, but that isn’t even the worst of it. The blood rushes from my head, leaving me dizzy as my stomach rushes up to take its place.  
 
    The door to the room opens, but I hold up my hands, silently pleading. Please don’t come near me. Please don't make a sound.  
 
    I can’t form words, nor do I dare to.  
 
    God, even the sound of his footsteps crunches in my head as if he’s walking on my bare brain. He retreats for a moment, seems to talk to someone in the hallway, then rejoins me in the bedroom.  
 
    God, please, please, I've felt a lot of pain in my life, but nothing as crippling as this. It's as if it has devoured every part of my being. 
 
    There's no escape.  
 
    I fall to my knees, retching as I fall.  
 
    Suddenly, the man's hands are on me, but I'm too busy retching and struggling to hold onto what little reality I have left.  
 
    What is this?  
 
    My vision flashes bright as my stomach clenches to empty its already empty self. My throat burns. My eyes sting as if my brain wants to melt out of my head. The man kneels next to me, carefully silent in his movements as he pulls my hair back. Hair that I'm sure is coated in vomit. Or stomach acid.  
 
    Whatever the hell I can't keep down. 
 
    Poison?  
 
    He lifts my chin, but my entire body quakes as I wretch again.  
 
    I notice another man standing over me. They're both quiet. Watching.  
 
    Over and over, I wretch until I don't think I'll ever be able to suck air into my lungs again, and then suddenly it comes with a fury. More pain. God.  
 
    I grab the sleeve of the man crouching nearest me, needing something to hold onto as my other fingers and toes dig into the cold stone floor. He steadies me with an arm around my waist.  
 
    I can't even resist. What's the point?  
 
    God, the pain.  
 
    He pulls me up, sitting me back on my heels, then I notice the small white pill in his other hand.  
 
    "Open your mouth," he instructs quietly. Even though he whispers, I feel every vibration of the sound and it threatens to throw me into another fit. Whatever it is can't be worse, so I do as I'm told, and he drops the small pill under my tongue where it dissolves into a minty grainy mush. Nothing much changes. I don't dare move, and he doesn't let go.  
 
    "How do you feel?" he asks. 
 
    I moan. The words still hurt just as much, but I'm not a heaving mess on the floor. I lift my head.  
 
    I don’t know his face, and yet I feel like I do. There’s something familiar there. Someone I’d followed for Jorge? No. Not in that life.  
 
    His eyes. Dark. Chestnut. I’ve seen them in my sleep. And his smell… a mix of musk and leather.  
 
    How long have I been here? The man’s long hair falls down the sides of his face, reaching his bearded jawline.  
 
    The man standing nearby hands him another pill, opens a bottle of water and crouches next to us with it extended toward me.  
 
    The first man’s arm doesn’t move from my middle, but he offers me the second pill. “A muscle relaxer. It won’t solve the problem, but should help for now.”  
 
    It’s like the nerves throughout my body have suddenly decided to process sound waves, detecting every nuance and every motion. And each of those sensations scrapes at me just under my skin. I grab the pill and pop it in the back of my throat, then I take the bottle and take a small, careful drink—still afraid of another wave of vomiting. It’s too much. Too painful.  
 
    “Where am I?” I manage the weak words, but detest how they sound. I detest how I feel. This entire situation.  
 
    “My house. North of Toronto.”  
 
    That did little to answer my question. My house? Big freakin’ deal. “And you are?”  
 
    “Galeno. As I’ve told you at least a dozen times.”  
 
    A dozen times? What’s wrong with me? I don’t dare ask that one.  
 
    “And what’s your name?” he asks.  
 
    Doesn’t he know? I squint up at him, then his friend. Not his friend. Employee? I remember him rushing into my prison and carrying me out. 
 
    “Olvidado.” I reply. That’s my only reply. I don’t exist. I certainly don’t have an identity.  
 
    Galeno makes a sound in his throat. “You’re not one to be forgotten.”  
 
    My breath catches in my throat. Not again. 
 
    He lifts me off the floor as if I weigh nothing. “Let’s get you cleaned up.” 
 
    I prepare to resist him, but I don’t have it in me. My arms and legs weigh too much for my abused and exhausted muscles to do anything except hang limp while he carries me to an open door not twenty feet away. Then, he looks over his shoulder. “Que Carina limpie esto.” Have Carina clean this up.  
 
    By the time we reach the bathroom, the pain in my body is replaced with something else. Similar to that detached feeling, but not quite. He sets me on my feet and I brace myself against the wall, noticing the bandage on my left hand where the tracker had been removed. The back of my hand is also bruised as if an IV had been there at one point. If he’s nursing me back to health, he must have one fucked-up plan in mind.  
 
    I pull down the shorts he’d apparently dressed me in and plop onto the toilet. Taking a piss with him right there watching. He doesn’t even bat an eye, nor blush. I can’t even get a rise. So, I wipe myself off and close the toilet lid—not yet brave enough to see if I could handle the flushing sound without retching again.  
 
    But as I stand, my body sways, flinging me into the wall before Galeno grabs me again.  
 
    “I’m fine.” My words slur. Muscle relaxers. Fuck.  
 
    At least the pain is gone. I think. I can’t even really tell. Galeno leaves me next to the sink, where I can brace myself in the corner between the counter and the wall.  
 
    He kicks off his shoes, and I wonder if he’s planning on jumping into the shower too before I notice they’re covered in vomit along with his pants and sleeves.  
 
    Strange man. Strange place.  
 
    I drop my head against the wall and watch him. He unbuttons the cuffs on his sleeves and rolls them up to his elbows. Then, he takes me by the waist again, lifting the soiled tank over my head and leading me to the giant glass enclosure. I notice at least four shower heads installed, but I collapse immediately onto the seat jutting out of one side.  
 
    Galeno pulls one showerhead off its hook and I flinch at the clicking sound as he adjusts something. The droplets of a cool mist peppers my arm as he aims the water against the wall until a warm heat radiates off of it. Then he directs it to the back of my head, working the water through my strands of hair to remove the sticky gunk.  
 
    He nudges the outside of my knee for me to turn to the side on the bench, and I move without question. It’s such a strange feeling. Not particularly weak. Not particularly disconnected, but not right either. Although I haven’t been right since the moment I woke up. 
 
    No. I haven’t been right since… 
 
    I can’t think about that. I turn so that my right side is pressed against the wall of the shower and I feel the warm mist on my back. Galeno gathers my hair, pulling it over my shoulder as he presses a warm cloth to my back.  
 
    Fuck. I’m losing my mind.  
 
    A man mostly dressed in suit pants and a button-down collar stands over me in the shower. I shouldn’t be letting him touch me, but something inside me is clearly broken—not just my back.  
 
    I’ve malfunctioned.  
 
    Every time I try to remember what happened—to figure out what went wrong. I feel like my brain is having a seizure.  
 
    Bits and pieces shift to the front, memories with no regard to time and place.  
 
    The bathroom morphs into a concrete room and then a dark place, barely bigger than a closet, where Jorge kept me for days on end until I felt like clawing my way out with my bare fingers.  
 
    I’d thought my redemption had finally come when Jorge released me from the shadows and let me join his world.  
 
    He promised he’d give me everything I needed to survive.  
 
    I knew I couldn’t go back to my old life—quite a thing for someone’s mind to accept at ten years old—and Jorge offered me redemption. As unconventional as it was.  
 
    I’m not sure if I drift off in the shower or if my mind just wandered too far, but suddenly, I’m wrapped in a towel being carried out to the bed again. The smell of vomit is gone, and the sheets are a different color.  
 
    Galeno sets me on my feet next to the bed, leaving the towel over my shoulders, but I immediately drag it off, letting it fall to the floor. I don’t need a wet towel to collapse.  
 
    But, as soon as the towel hits my feet, the door to my room opens and the other man steps in again.  
 
    Galeno grunts, and the man in the doorway immediately drops his gaze, dropping a bag just inside the door and leaving.  
 
    What was that about?  
 
    I sit on the edge of the bed as Galeno walks over to the doorway, picks up the bag and returns, setting it next to me as he unzips the top of the duffel. “There should be enough clothes to last you a few days. Pajamas. T-shirts, jeans. Whatever you’d like to wear.”  
 
    “Why are you keeping me here?”  
 
    “Because you’re in no condition to leave.”  
 
    That answer makes too much sense and only adds to my confusion. I narrow my eyes, trying to see through the blurry haze that’s all in my head. “What do you want?”  
 
    That slur is still there, but what annoys me most is the unevenness to my voice. The uncertainty slipping through the cracks.  
 
    Galeno merely cocks his head, like I asked a mundane question like why is grass green. Of course I should know the answer. Whoever he is, he wants what I know. He wants the same thing the last man wanted. Except he’s using a different form of torture. 
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    I wake again to a dim light coming through the window and a weight on my legs. I try to shift out from under it, but then it moves on its own. I squint and make out a brown and white dog with shaggy hair standing on the foot of the bed, stretching its body back. He then walks in a circle and decides to stretch out next to me with his nose near my hand. He looks up at me, then nudges my hand with his nose over and over until I give in and pat his head.  
 
    We go on and on like this for several minutes. Every time I stop petting him, he weasels his way under my hand again.  
 
    “You look like a mutt.” At least I have one tolerable visitor. He lays his muzzle on my wrist. "So, what's your name?" I ask, twisting his collar around with my other hand. "Rafe?"  
 
    He perks up, ears back.  
 
    "Nice to meet you, Rafe." I say, patting his head. I always wanted a dog, but…. No. I close my eyes and swallow the lump in my throat.  
 
    "I’m a mutt, too," I say quietly.   
 
    And now, I'm lying in bed, talking to a dog. But why not? There's not much else I can do without my head feeling like it's going to implode. "My last… boss liked mutts. Said I was his prized mutt. That's why he kept me around. That's why I was good at my job. 'Everyone looks at you. No one sees you.'" I was only valuable as long as the world underestimated me. But pretty little dolls have a short life in this world. Especially when it's their job to get close to targets, find out their secrets, and sometimes quietly see to their death. The blood had to be on someone's hands. And, odd as it sounds, I long to go back to that life. Not the blackmail and killing per se, but at least then I knew who I was in this world. I knew Jorge would keep me safe and alive as long as I delivered on my end.  
 
    But now… what do I know?  
 
    Strange bed. Strange dog. Strange pain. Strange man.  
 
    If I could get up to look out the window, I'm sure I wouldn't recognize anything there either. Sure, the meds help keep the blinding pain at bay, but there's something about the prospect of ending up a vomiting mess on the floor that deters one from getting up.  
 
    "If only you could tell me what the fuck's going on," I mumble to the dog.  
 
    Then, I hear the door swing open and Galeno walks in. I bite the inside of my cheek and close my eyes. He's now wearing jeans and a black T-shirt, and black socks on his feet. No wonder I hadn't heard him. He sits at the foot of the bed, inches from my feet, and I jerk myself away from him.  
 
    I also instantly regret it, gritting my teeth as the pain shoots through like black lightening.  
 
    What's wrong with me?  
 
    It's never been like this. Pain. Bone pain. Muscle pain. Hell, I've even had nerve fucking pain. But not the kind that radiates out from between my shoulder blades like a fucking atom bomb.  
 
    Will it go away?  
 
    The nerve damage in my jaw never did, but at least it's tolerable now.  
 
    I stare up at the ceiling, trying to let the white void take me. Olvidado. All is forgotten in the void.  
 
    Paper rips and crackles behind me. "Hungry?" Galeno asks. He lays a sandwich on the bed next to my leg and dumps a bag of chips next to it.  
 
    Olvidado.  
 
    I don't answer, but my mouth waters as soon as the smell of bacon hits my nose.  
 
    Rafe jumps up, laying over my legs, wagging his tail and staring expectantly at his master's food. At least the damn dog likes him.  
 
    Fuck him.  
 
    Olvidado.  
 
    I have to swallow before my own body drowns me.  
 
    Galeno picks up a chip, crunching it loudly in his mouth. I hate the sound of people eating. In a quiet space, it's enough to send me into a rage.  
 
    Fucking hell, I'm hungry.  
 
    Crunch.  
 
    Olvidado.  
 
    The dog wallows on my legs.  
 
    Crunch.  
 
    Olvidado.  
 
    "I know you can talk, Chiquita. I've heard you chatting with the dog and mumbling in your sleep."  
 
    "Que te den." Fuck you.  
 
    Galeno smiles at me over the half sandwich he has raised to his lips. "I was going to give you half, but if you're offering…"  
 
    Bastardo.  
 
    He holds the sandwich out toward me, and Rafe presses his front paws into my thigh, waving his tail madly behind him.  
 
    "Feed your fucking dog."  
 
    Galeno sits back, peels a strip of bacon off the sandwich and hands it to Rafe, who happily swallows it down in one or two bites.  
 
    Damn it, mouth, stop watering. Then, my stomach joins in with a deep growl. I close my eyes, but I can't block out the smell. 
 
    "What do you want?" I grumble, keeping my jaw tight. 
 
    There's a long silence, but I refuse to open my eyes to see why. "I picked up a sandwich after my meeting this morning, and I thought you might like something to eat."  
 
    So… he'd been gone? Did that mean he left his friend the “creeper” to watch over me?  
 
    Well, it wasn't like I'd be going far either way.  
 
    "What's the catch?"  
 
    "No catch. It's a fucking sandwich and you need to eat."  
 
    "There's always a catch. You're keeping me here and alive for a reason."  
 
    "And what is it you think I need?" he asks casually, handing the dog a slice of cheese that makes my mouth water again.  
 
    "Leverage… information…"  
 
    "To get what?" he asks. 
 
    "How the hell am I supposed to know?" Yelling aggravates that damn spot between my shoulder blades again. We haven't hit excruciating yet, but it's getting there.  
 
    Galeno puts the sandwich down, making a sound to Rafe so he immediately sits and waits. Then, he picks up the bag next to his feet, pulling out a bottle of water and something wrapped up in a napkin. He unfolds it in his hand and offers me the two white pills again, sitting the water bottle next to my hip. "I assure you, I have no need for whatever you learned on your exploits for Jorge."  
 
    The twinge in my back causes me to wince. Jorge? Who doesn’t fucking know who I am? 
 
    "And if I needed leverage, I could find less exhausting ways to get it."  
 
    "Then, what?" The pain's starting to fuck with my head again. Fuck with my senses. I grab the pill before I become a vomiting mess and chase it down with water. Then, I grab the other half of his sandwich. "This the best dinner you could come up with?"  
 
    "The protein will do you good.” He adjusts on the bed, bending one leg up across the mattress while the other hangs off so he fully faces me. His shoulders are low, limbs relaxed with none of the usual tension I’m used to seeing around me. Bread will help the pill settle in your stomach. And bacon is always a plus. Besides, I figured we should make sure to have the vomiting under control before I feed you anything too crazy."  
 
    I glare at him for a moment, then snap. "At least you have plenty of answers for something.” 
 
    Galeno leans forward until he's almost crouching over me. "Even if I answered your previous question, you wouldn't believe me, so what's the point?"  
 
    Damn. I take a bite of the sandwich. The flavors—however mundane I'd find them on a normal day—explode in my mouth, enhanced by the fact that it’s the first food I remember tasting since I’d ordered room service at the hotel. Galeno’s eyes never leave me as I chew, so I quickly swallow before he thinks I’m enjoying it too much.  
 
    I am.  
 
    Since I don’t have many other options, I try for more answers, or at least an opening to find a clue. "What's wrong with me?"  
 
    I catch him in the middle of a bite and he cocks an eyebrow while he chews. "Of concern, you have two stress injuries in your back, causing pressure on your nerves. Doc estimated they were more than a few days old, so an old injury that Serge exacerbated, I suspect. He also indicated that in addition to numerous contusions, sprains, strains, and abrasions, you were given quite a cocktail of drugs."  
 
    I wince as I take another bite of the sandwich. That drunken feeling’s building up again, replacing anger with complacency.  
 
    My eyes fixate on his lips as he chews another bite of his sandwich, then his fingers as he breaks off another piece and feeds it to Rafe. 
 
    After the sandwich is gone, he crumples up the wrapper—the sound of which fortunately doesn’t make my skin crawl. Then, he pats Rafe on the head and the dog promptly rolls over for a stomach rub as well.  
 
    Everyone thinks dogs are cute trying to please their masters for a belly rub or begging for a pat on the head, but I see a part of myself mirrored in his movements. I know that feeling. Appreciating scraps, unwavering loyalty, doing tricks for attention and appreciation—but my tricks were anything but cute. It reminds me of that feeling I’d had in the tub, waiting for some acknowledgement from Jorge before he walked out.  
 
    But among the things that held me to Jorge was the firm knowledge that outside his shielded control, someone would always be looking for me. Alone in the world without an identity, always looking over my shoulder, isn’t somewhere I ever wanted to be.  
 
    Where was that shielded control when I needed it most? 
 
    I have to find my way out of here.  
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    It’s almost evening and the house is silent. I slept most of the afternoon and aside from dropping off a plate of chicken and rice for dinner with another rounds of meds, Galeno has been surprisingly inattentive. Even Rafe has made himself scarce and I’m about to go stir-crazy. I can’t stand to stay in bed for another minute, so despite the risk of repeating my last attempt to get out of bed, I roll back the sheets and drop my bare feet to the cold floor.  
 
    The pain’s tolerable, but I move quietly—and gingerly—toward the door, which I fully expect to be locked, but the doorknob turns freely, releasing me into a long hallway.  
 
    Who is this guy? Someone with no clue what he’s fucking with. That’s certain.  
 
    And yet he’d figured out my connection with Jorge, whether or not he knew what it meant. For all I knew he could’ve gotten that information from the man whose place he’d broken up.  
 
    To the right, I see a railing overlooking the floor below and beyond that, a flight of stairs. 
 
    Too easy. 
 
    I creep toward them anyway. Maybe he hadn’t realized my door was unlocked. Maybe he never expected I’d walk right out. 
 
    But as soon as I clear the corner of the wall, I catch a movement below and I drop back. The creeper, of course. That man always seems to be luring somewhere along the edges.  
 
    He walks across the large open space below—lined with fancy, expensive furniture and arranged as if expecting a large party. Creeper opens the front door, and for a second, I hope he’s leaving, and I’ll have a clean shot, but he lingers in the doorway as if talking to someone outside.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    With the stairs ruled out for the time being, I decide to explore the rest of the hallway, following it past the door where Galeno was keeping me to the second door. I press my ear against the solid wood and hear nothing, so I quietly turn the knob and peek inside. Another bedroom—this one much larger, almost dwarfing my entire villa. Tempted as I am to snoop, I close the door. I’m not sure how much time I have, and this is obviously not an exit.  
 
    Another twenty feet down, the hallway turns left, leading to two more doors facing one another. I reach for the one on the right, but before I turn the knob, I hear Galeno’s voice and press my ear against the wood. The sounds are faint, but there’s no indication they’re coming through this door, so I crack the door and peek in.  
 
    A storage closet.  
 
    My options are dwindling. I sigh, leaning back against the wall. I have one door left, one I’m certain Galeno is behind. I can still hear his voice, but no others, so I carefully cross the hallway, hoping he doesn’t have any squeaky floor boards.  
 
    I press my ear against the wall a couple of feet away from the door.  
 
    “Elena, I thought you were enjoying Catalan…. Of course I’m not trying to avoid you… Yes, I know, Elena… Next week… Good.”  
 
    Elena. Wife? Girlfriend?  
 
    Leverage. 
 
    I back away from the door, trying to use what little I know to come up with a plan when a figure rounds the corner, heading straight for me.  
 
    Creeper stops dead, cocking his head at me.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    I can take one man. That’s easy.  
 
    Or, it would be if I could feel my feet. Regardless, I charge toward him, hoping to throw him off balance just enough to dodge by and still have enough in me to make it downstairs and find a way out.  
 
    However, I’m the one who gets knocked off balance. All I feel is the searing pain in my back as he swings me around and pulls me against him, my back to his chest.  
 
    I know the muscle memory should be there to get me out of this, but I hang from his grasp like a dying leaf on a tree.  
 
    Elbow to ribs.  
 
    Kick his shins.  
 
    He isn’t even holding me that tightly.  
 
    Headbutt him in the nose.  
 
    My mind keeps going, but my muscles refuse.  
 
    I do nothing, frozen, not by him, but by the paralyzing sensation in my spine. Then, the door opens, and Galeno leans against the frame. His lips are pressed together, and his forehead creased with tension.  
 
    “You have an audience,” Creeper says.  
 
    Galeno makes a sound in his throat.  
 
    “It’s not like he was saying anything interesting,” I say, testing Creeper’s hold on me, but he isn’t my problem. Every breath sends a spasm rippling through my back.  
 
    “I’ll take care of her,” Galeno says.  
 
    The arms around me fall away and Galeno waves me into an office about the size of the bedroom he’d left me in.  
 
    Fine. Long game. Keep it smart. I needed information, and it seemed I only had one source for that at the moment, especially since the dog wasn’t talking.  
 
    “Lucero,” Galeno calls over my shoulder. “Consulta el itinerario de Elena. Este no es un buen momento para una sorpresa.” Check Elena’s itinerary. This isn’t a good time for a surprise.  
 
    Then, he faces me.  
 
    “I understand Spanish, you know.” I’m grasping at any opportunity to throw him off balance, but he navigates it all with the ease of a trapeze artist.  
 
    “I’m aware. Is that your native language?”  
 
    I stare back with no intent to answer. “Why did you bring me here?”  
 
    “To protect you.”  
 
    I hadn’t seen that coming, and my head cocks slightly before I can conceal my reaction. “I don’t need you to protect me.”  
 
    “Are you certain? The condition we found you in told quite a different story.”  
 
    I open my mouth, but I’m stuck. I can blackmail. I can spy. I can spill blood. And yet, I can’t seem to figure out what kind of story I’m supposed to feed this guy. I’d already killed the damsel in distress bit.  
 
    Galeno crosses his arms, tapping his fingers against his arm, waiting for some kind of response. “Okay,” he says, walking past me back to his desk. “How’d you end up with Serge?”  
 
    “Serge?” I shrug.  
 
    “The guy who was holding you,” he clarifies.  
 
    Control the narrative. “He corralled me at a party.” 
 
    Galeno scoffs. “And why were you at this party?”  
 
    My chest constricts. Because Jorge sent me there. But that, I can’t say. 
 
    “Jorge?” he guesses anyway. “Were you spying on someone there?” 
 
    The skin on the back of my neck tingles with beading sweat from the adrenaline flushing through my body. I’m losing control of everything. I still don’t know why I was there.  
 
    Galeno studies me, but doesn’t wait long for me to respond. “Jorge is off the grid—probably enjoying the money he made at your expense.” 
 
    I snort, shaking my head. “You don’t know jack shit.”  
 
    His head rolls to the side, a slight smile curling up his lips. “Don’t I, zorra?”  
 
    “What’s with everyone?” I throw my hands up, hoping to hide my panic by letting the frustration seep through. Did someone put out a press release I’m unaware of? “I went to a party. Serge and his friends jumped me. He held me captive and I woke up here.”  
 
    “Jorge sold you out, mi querida. Even if he knew where you were, he wouldn’t care.”  
 
    I look down at the scabbed skin near the base of my thumb. He doesn’t know where I am.  
 
    I need to find a way to get a hold of him.  
 
    “That’s a pretty good story,” I say with half the conviction it would require to sell it. My mind is elsewhere.  
 
    Galeno gestures me toward the oversized office chair in front of the desk. I follow, just to see what—if anything—he thinks he has on me. It takes everything to convince my spine to let me sit, but I fight not to show it, fisting my hands into white balls against the arms of the chair.  
 
    Galeno leans over me, typing quickly. The screen flashes dark, then a login screen appears, and he continues typing and clicking. Half of my view is obstructed by his arm and shoulder, but then, he steps back, and I see my face on his screen. I recognize the outfit, too. I’d work it the night I returned to Puerto Vallarta. Jorge had ruined it by the end of the night. 
 
    Jorge wouldn’t have done this. He wouldn’t have sold me to those men and have me walk right into it without a word. 
 
     “What is this?”  
 
    He taps the mouse and the screen scrolls down and the words oferta aceptada. Offer accepted. 
 
    I slam the laptop closed. “Nice try.” 
 
    I refuse to consider it.  
 
    And yet… my mind swims.  
 
    “How did Jorge acquire you?” Galeno takes a seat on the corner of his desk, clasping his hands over his knee. 
 
    When I don’t answer, he spins my chair toward him, leaning against both arms and leaning toward my face.  
 
    “Olvidado,” I mumble.  
 
    “Forgotten… I doubt it. He either bought you or stole you and then he passed you along to someone else. You were his commodity, but something obviously convinced him you were worth more in money. He sold you.”  
 
    “Liar.” I jump to the defense, but my heart doubles its rhythm in my chest.  
 
    Galeno’s face softens, and I swear he’s about to laugh. “Your entire business is lies. Telling them. Unraveling them. Tell me, what indications have I given you that I’m the liar?”  
 
    Nothing. Nothing except motive to do it. But then, he knows too much already.  
 
    “I thought as much,” he says, straightening. He reaches into his pocket and tosses my fake ID on the desk. “Carley,” he says in a mocking tone. “What’s your real name? 
 
    I flinch at the sound of Galeno’s voice, but it’s that question I hate most.  
 
    “Olvidado,” he says before I can even open my mouth.  
 
    “You’re the detective, figure it out.” I push myself up, and instantly regret it. Shock waves shoot down, and even though I scream at my legs to move toward the door, I stay hunched over Galeno’s desk.  
 
    “Why are you so loyal to a man who probably stole you, manipulated you into doing his dirty work, then sold you to the black market’s top bidding pervert?” 
 
    I glare at him. How dare he? And where did that little voice come from that whispered, he might be right. He has a point.  
 
    I want to believe he’s just fucking with me, but where’d he get the picture on his computer? How’d he know what I am? How did Serge know it? 
 
    Impossible. It’s all impossible from every angle.  
 
    My back spasms and I lose the battle to keep myself upright. I lean into the desk, palms against the solid wood. This is worse than the taser. I’d gladly take the taser again over this. Over the brutal attack coming from within my body. An attack I can’t shut out or begin to fight.  
 
    Galeno’s arm wraps around me, but I’m too overwhelmed with my own hell to fight him, too. 
 
    “You can let me help you, or I can carry you—those are your two choices.”  
 
    “I’m fine,” I grunt out. 
 
    “Really?” he asks, raising his eyebrows. “Is that why your entire body is shaking?” 
 
    I force myself to straighten and glare at him, daring him to move any further.  
 
    “You’re making yourself worse,” he scolds me, and I draw back from his tone. It isn’t particularly intimidating. Just odd. Somehow. I can’t quite pinpoint it. "I hate to break it to you, but you're human Sera. Humans aren't meant to live in isolation. Humans aren't meant to feel nothing. And we all have a breaking point. Your body is telling you you’ve hit one."  
 
    "I gave up being human a long time ago."  
 
    "You can think that. And tell yourself that all you want. Tell yourself that Jorge's lies—"  
 
    "Don't," I hiss.  
 
    "Don't what?” He takes a step back, shaking his head. “I stole you from your buyer before he could break you, you could be more appreciative.” 
 
    “Who was he?” I ask, still not buying the whole Jorge sold me thing. Not completely, but I could play along if he’d drop some info in the process.  
 
    “Serge Aliyev, purveyor of women. He has quite a collection that he keeps at several of his clubs around the world. He has a particular fondness for virgins, and has been known to pay top dollar only to spend one night breaking them.” 
 
    “Jorge said you wouldn’t crumble… Breaking you will be far more fun.” 
 
    I swallow. “As in…?”  
 
    “As in the lucky ones turn up dead.”  
 
    All of the sensation drains from my lower body, but Galeno catches me before I hit the floor—or bounce my face off the edge of his desk. “I’m trying to help.”  
 
    I swallow my response before it reaches my lips. I’m beyond help. I try to swallow, but my throat constricts.  
 
    What the hell is he doing to me? 
 
    "What makes you think I won't kill you in your sleep?" I ask, trying to find something, anything to get under his skin with the ease he gets under mine.  
 
    “Jorge didn’t order you to.”  
 
    Galeno carries me down the hallway and stops in front of his bedroom door.  
 
    “What are you—?” I wriggle in his grasp.  
 
    “I haven’t hurt you yet, Sera.” He somehow twists the knob without dropping me and kicks the door open. I expect him to dump me on the bed, but he carries me straight across the room and through a massive arched door. Inside, he flicks on a light with his elbow. Then, he sits me next to a massive Jacuzzi and twists a chrome handle over the spigot, releasing a roar of water. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I ask again, not even sure what “this” is. He flips the script on everything I say. Everything I’ve ever known.  
 
    “It will help your back, since there’s no convincing you to rest until it heals.”  
 
    He’s certainly adept at dancing perfectly around questions. I have to find a way to break his composure, but currently, I’m at a complete loss. “So you’re gonna play doctor as well as detective.”  
 
    “Hardly.”  
 
    After the tub fills, he turns off the faucet and nods me toward the shimmering pool of water. I remember soaking in my last bath before Jorge came in and ruined it. I could spend hours in a bath—if only the water would stay warm so long. But, despite his invitation to climb in, Galeno doesn’t move. 
 
    “You want to watch?” I ask. 
 
    “Does that bother you?” His narrowed eyes study me, but I’m determined not to give him any more of an advantage by rattling me.  
 
    I strip off my shirt, then my pajama pants, leaving them in a pile as I stepped into the hot water.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Galeno says.  
 
    I hope that means he’ll give me at least a good fifteen minutes of peace. “I wish you wouldn’t bother.”   
 
    He scoffs as he leaves me to sink into the curves of the tub. They hugged my body in just the right places, unlike my tub back home. Home. Where I’d left my boss and master. 
 
    Trying not to think about it, I scan the walled edges of the tub for the switch to the jets, but Galeno returns with a shopping bag before I find anything. Rolling up his sleeves, he pulls out a bottle of body wash and pours out a puddle into the palm of his hand.  
 
    “Nice collection,” I mumble when the floral scent hits my nose.  
 
    “Lucero was thrilled when I sent him to the store.”  
 
    I almost snort at the imagery. “You sent Creeper out for bubble bath?” 
 
    “Creeper?” One eyebrow lowers as his face twists in question.  
 
    I shrug. “He’s always creeping about.”  
 
    “He’s doing his job.” Galeno reaches into the water and lifts my leg, starting at my foot with the body wash.  
 
    Okay, I’m humoring him.  
 
    “I could bathe myself.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” he says, continuing to massage the later over my foot which is obviously clean already.  
 
    I glare at him until a slight ache builds behind my forehead, but he doesn’t even seem to look toward my face long enough to notice. Instead, he focuses all of his attention on the skin of my feet and legs. Everything about him is odd. Off somehow.  
 
    I’ve dealt with men in and out of cartels, but mostly on the inside. Leaders and lackeys. Drug dealers, arms dealers, pimps. None of them have ever puzzled me like Galeno. I’m certain it’s some game he’s playing, which only means he’s damn good at it.  
 
    “Is this how you get off?” I ask.  
 
    He makes a sound in his throat and I go weak for a moment. “Why? Are you interested in seeing that?”  
 
    "What?" My voice almost squeaks. Why did he have to turn everything around like that? 
 
    "Have you ever?" His eyes narrowed, crinkling the fine lines at their corners.  
 
    My jaw goes slack before I can reign it in. Holy fuck. He can’t mean… "Watched a man jerk off?" 
 
    "Sure." By his demeanor, one would think he is asking about something mundane like dinner. It’s his behavior that confuses me most of all. Even when making a blatant sexual remark he doesn’t get that lewd expression in his eyes I’m used to.  
 
    I scowl. "I don't make a habit of it." 
 
    "Definitely not a no. But you don't do more?" 
 
    God, I grunt, how can he throw me like this? It's not just his words. His actions. It's him. 
 
    "Blow jobs?" he asks.  
 
    I bite the inside of my cheek. Why does it matter? "Yes." 
 
    "All for nothing in return.”  
 
    All for answers.  
 
    His hands still. One rests on my knee, the other on the edge of the tub. “Have you ever wanted more?”  
 
    “No.” It was just another part of nature that Jorge had tortured out of me. Well, that and half the men he sent me to spy on were scum. They all put on an air of confidence, usually to the point of coming off cocky and arrogant. Galeno has that covered too, but it’s more understated than volatile.  
 
    This isn’t how my games normally go.  
 
    His eyes aren’t all over me, eating me alive, and yet he notices every detail.  
 
    Galeno moves to the head of the tub. Then, he rubs the foamy soap down each shoulder.  
 
    Asking him why he’s keeping me here hasn’t worked, so I try a different approach. “Huge house, Jacuzzi, expensive suits… What exactly do you do, Galeno?”  
 
    “Business,” he says.  
 
    I pull my arm away from his touch. "And what does your business peddle? Women? Drugs? Secrets?"  
 
    "Lollipops and rainbows," he replies right next to my ear.  
 
    I groan. “So the hard stuff, then?”  
 
    “Tell me your name,” he says, “and I’ll tell you what I do.”  
 
    "I've had a hundred names and they all mean the same, nothing. Olvidado."  
 
    "Enough with the forgotten bullshit. Tell me what you want to be called. Or I'm calling you Sera."  
 
    I stare down as the bubbles slide down my arms and into the hot water and chew on the inside of my cheek. 
 
    He kneels next to the tub, reaching his arm across me and rubbing the soap across my chest. His touch isn’t sexual, and yet it strangely is at the same time. He’s a man of contradictions and none of them make any sense. The smell of musk and cologne wafts off of him, strong and subtle like his touch, and it’s all driving me crazy.  
 
    Taking my breath.  
 
    I remember the first time I met Gabe. He was domineering. Grabby hands. Cologne that smelled fine in the bottle and rancid on his skin. Nothing could cover the smell of his rotting soul. He didn’t do long baths or smooth talk. Anything he did or said carried the sole intention of making him feel more powerful.  
 
    He was intolerable, but I specialized in dealing with intolerable men.  
 
    Galeno, however, took that to a whole new level. This is the first time someone’s touch has ever focused on me. The only time it’s ever been intended to take the pain away.  
 
    At least that’s what he wants me to think. And it’s working. I’d planned to just ride this out and humor him until he was pliable and unsuspecting, but as his fingers move up my leg in delicate motions. I seem to be the one losing focus.  
 
    Every sensation unwinds my body in a way I can’t explain, but with my legs tingling it feels weird.  
 
    Maybe good.  
 
    Damn mindfuck.  
 
    “Galeno,” I jerk my leg and undo any work the water has done to relax my back. When the spasm passes, I sink into the water, crossing my arms over my chest. Fine, he can keep going, but I’m zoning out.  
 
    Only, I can’t find my white noise fast enough. The higher his hands move, the harder I find it to control my breathing.  
 
    What am I doing? 
 
    I never let things go this far. But I’m normally on a mission. I normally know my goals. I normally know what Jorge will be wanting and that he’ll be waiting when the mission is complete. 
 
    I have none of that now.  
 
    And if Galeno’s right… 
 
    No, he’s a liar. And in trying to prove he can’t get to me, I find my body doing something very different.  
 
    His hand presses between my legs, rubbing my thigh. He hasn’t even touched my cunt, but I’m throbbing there. I grab the collar of his shirt, pulling him down to face me. “What are you trying to do?”  
 
    “Nothing.” But his grin says otherwise.  
 
    “Bull shit.”  
 
    “How did Jorge win your loyalty? Breaking you down until you craved the smallest hint of approval from him? Making you believe he was your only lifeline to the world?” 
 
    “Is that so different from what you’re doing?” I squeeze my legs tighter together, as if that will stave off the fire that’s already burning. 
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    “Is it?" he asks, his right eyebrow ticking up for an instant. I don't want to acknowledge the feeling in the pit of my stomach his tiny motions create.  
 
    I stare into his eyes, still trying to unravel something about him. He’s different from any man I’ve been sent to seduce or break. Different than Jorge by far. But I still can't trust him. I still don't understand him.  
 
    "Why are you keeping me here?" I try again. Really, I want to break the hold he has over me and I can’t think of anything else to say.  
 
    "Because you intrigue me…" he pauses, “I want you.”  
 
    "You want a zorra?"  
 
    "No," he says, his face contorting almost as if I've offended him. "I don't need one."  
 
    At some point while studying him and his answer, I must've relaxed my thighs, because suddenly I feel him touching me again. My reaction sends a wave of water over the side of the tub, soaking the front of his clothes. With eyes wide, I brace for his response. He merely looks down, then lifts those intense brown eyes up to me again without a hint of anger. No tightness at the corner of his eyes. His forehead remains relaxed. If anything, one edge of his lips curls upward slightly in amusement.  
 
    Fuck me.  
 
    "I'd love to," he says against my ear, half whisper, half grated rumble that wraps around my spine.  
 
    Mouth shut. I scold myself, but it's too late as his finger slips into my entrance and I gasp. I grab his bicep, my drenched fingers digging into the white material covering his torso and the top portion his arm. I don't even know if I'm trying to stop him.  
 
    "Do you want to come?" he asks in that same voice.  
 
    What will he make of my answer? What the hell is my answer?  
 
    "Dios."  
 
    He braces one hand on the tub behind my head, leaning over me. I'm engulfed in his scent. That same damn scent that wafted over me each time the nightmares of my delirium faded.  
 
    "Why are you doing this?" My voice quivers with each word.  
 
    "I told you," he sounds almost as breathless as me. "I want you to be mine."  
 
    "Why?"  
 
    "To set you free."  
 
    I blink. Free? Death? That's the only freedom I've ever considered. I don't know any other kind. None that exists in this life. "By keeping me locked up in your house?" 
 
    Galeno chuckles. "You're wandering around quite freely for someone who describes herself as 'locked up'. Your strongest shackles are self-imposed." 
 
    "You expect me to believe I'm free to walk out of this house at any time? And do what? Wait for your men or Jorge or some other freak to come after me? Jorge would never take me back now."  
 
    "Jorge dropped off the map before your plane landed in Toronto, dulzura." 
 
    "How do you know?"  
 
    "I'm good at my job. And to answer your earlier question, yes, you are free to walk out as soon as you're healthy enough.” 
 
    As the tension builds in my core, I'm sure my nails are tearing through the flesh of his arm. "Why?" I ask again, but I can barely breath. I can't hold on any longer, but I fully expect him to stop. That's how this torture is played out. The promise of whatever comes next only to be left with pain and frustration of what will never come.  
 
    "Ask me again when you're willing to believe my answer."  
 
    I shake my head. That's not good enough. I can't. I never will. When your whole life's one huge series of mind-fucks how can you ever believe an answer fully?  
 
    His fingers strike something inside me and I scream, likely drenching him again. Control yourself. But then, his lips press against the vein in my neck. Such a gentle touch.  
 
    Why am I letting him be in control?  
 
    I release his arm, and grab a fist full of his hair, pulling his mouth to mine and taking it with every greedy fiber of my being. But that was a bad idea too, I realize as his taste joins his smell in overtaking me.  
 
    "Estás hermosa, Serafina," he groans against my lips. You’re beautiful.  
 
    "Te voy a matar." I'm going to kill you.  
 
    "Sí, pero no esta noche." Yes, but not tonight.  
 
    Dios, why does even that have to sound sexy? He's going to kill me. 
 
    He’s going to stop. He’s going to laugh as he stares down at me squirming in frustration. But he shows no signs of it. His eyes hold my stare. They’re narrowed and attentive, but soft.  
 
    I reach my arm over the edge of the tub, my fingers grazing the bulge in his pants, and my eyes widen.  
 
    His lips crash against mine again, stealing the rest of my arguments as my body trembles and, like a glass figurine dropped to the floor, shatters irreparably under his touch.  
 
    I throw my head back, and he quickly changes his position so that his forearm cradles it away from the hard porcelain while his other hand teases every bit of orgasm from my body as possible.  
 
    My hand rests where his shoulder meets his neck when every bit of strength fades from my body, and he presses his forehead to mine. "And that is how any man worth your loyalty should treat you, Belleza."  
 
    "By forcing me to come in the bath?"  
 
    "Do you deny enjoying it?"  
 
    I grit my teeth in response. Do I deny it? Jorge… what if he…?  
 
    Galeno straightens, stripping off his soaked shirt. And my half-hooded eyes flutter to the sparrow tattoo on his chest above his right pec. 
 
    “You were there.” I gasp. “At the party.”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    I grab the edges of the tub and pull myself up. He’d let Serge take me only to rescue me and bring me here? 
 
     “By the time I’d heard Serge was there, he was gone. We tracked him back to the warehouse where we found you. We had you checked out by a doctor and moved here to keep you safe until you recovered, and I could figure out who you were.”  
 
    My stomach twists. “You didn’t know who I was when you brought me here?”  
 
    “No. When we couldn’t match you with any missing persons reports… I had a friend scan the dark web and look into a few places no one should be able to access, that’s how we tracked down the information on Jorge’s dirty little deal with Serge.”  
 
    I shake my head, but nothing will settle. “And after you figured it out, you still left me alone in an unlocked room?”  
 
    “I’ve been told it was against my better judgment, but yes.”  
 
    I scan him for any signs he’s lying, but he keeps his eyes steadily on me. Even breaths. Even tone. Not even a single twitch. I need to find something that proves he’s lying, and he gives me nothing. I can’t explain it. Can’t figure out how he’s doing it…  
 
    Unless he’s like me. A spy? 
 
    A spy doesn’t normally have an organized crew of subordinates.  
 
    Who does he work for? It’s not like I can recognize every face in every cartel, but I know the big players and he isn’t one of them. He’s big enough to have some serious connections if he’s digging up messages from Jorge. Stupid enough to cross Jorge. Not big enough to be anyone Jorge ever worried about.  
 
    My mind races backward and forward. I thought Jorge had covered all of the bases. I figured I could handle any situation. But this doesn’t make sense unless Galeno’s trying to seduce me. Trying to turn me against Jorge. That would explain the whole Jacuzzi thing.  
 
    "Sit up," he orders. Well, his orders aren't really orders, but… Why the fuck does he have to be so damn confusing? 
 
    I comply anyway, feeling even less myself than I had at the party I can barely remember. He pulls my hair away from my face, down my back, and then I hear him squirt something into his palm and my nose is filled with the scent of berries and flowers.  
 
    He’s definitely fucking with me, but to what end? I know it’s a mindfuck, just not how to counteract it or manipulate it, and this bastard gives me nothing to go on.  
 
    He works the lather through my hair, then instructs me to lean my head back as he gently rinses my hair.  
 
    For a split second, I imagine him shoving my head under the water while he has the chance, and as soon as the vision flashes in my head, I can’t breathe. It’s no longer his face staring down at me. 
 
    Jorge shoves me under the water again, holding me there until my throat burns.  
 
    In the background, I hear another voice. Smoother. Deeper. “Sera.”  
 
    He repeats the name again. And again.  
 
    I can’t hold my breath any longer, but when I inhale, my lungs don’t fill with water, but plain, fresh air.  
 
    I’m sitting upright in the tub, not under the water. I should be relieved, but I’m still in a different nightmare, with a man who couldn’t have missed that freak-out. One more thing he has on me. One more weakness to manipulate.  
 
    And why the hell can’t I get just a single thing on him?  
 
    “Sera?” he says, pushing my hair away from my face.  
 
    I open my eyes, keeping them on the few bubbles peppering the bathwater. And then, a blot of red drops in. Another.  
 
    One of us is bleeding.  
 
    I jerk back, pushing his hands away from me. Red streaks trail down my right hand from the tips of my fingers. I match them up with three red gashes on Galeno’s arm. They’re not bad, and if not for the water diluting the blood, there probably wouldn’t be much at all. But severe or not, it was an offense that would result in a beating.  
 
    “Can you hear me?” he asks. 
 
    I nod, already halfway to my sanctuary of white noise, but wary of crossing him further.  
 
    “The doctor said you may still experience some residual effects from the drugs for a few days. Serge laced you with psychogenics—among some other nasty things.”  
 
    Oh good, let’s add possible hallucinations to the already heavy shit-show.  
 
    Trapped somewhere between reality and white noise, I dunked my hand into the water, watching the red spread and dissipate.  
 
    I’m literally bathing in his blood, remembering all the blood that’s been on my hands before.  
 
    Galeno pulls the plug on the drain and I stare off as the water level lowers and slowly slips away into the drain. Just like me.  
 
    I pull my feet back as he turns on the faucet to rinse the blood off his arm.  
 
    So much for really enjoying the Jacuzzi for once.  
 
    But then, Galeno replaces the plug, letting the tub fill again.  
 
    “Please tell me what you want from me," I say. 
 
    He cocks his head, leaning against the wall at the base of the tub.  
 
    "What do you want?" I yell. I don't care if I believe his answer or not. Or whether or not he cares. I want to know what excuse he's going to feed me.  
 
    He all but ignores the question again, hitting a switch hidden in the corner next to his hip.  
 
    "Galeno," I snap.  
 
    The corner of his mouth twitches as if it were a victory that I said his name. Or maybe the victory is my frustration. 
 
    "Why the fuck are you doing this?"  
 
    "I have no fucking idea," he says, point blank. "You claim to be forgotten, but I find that hard to imagine. You're strong, and beautiful, and as it seems, damn near indestructible. Something one would usually compare to a diamond, but diamonds are far too common to compare. I could have a million delivered tomorrow.” He crouches next to the tub. “But I’m fairly certain I’ll never encounter someone like you again.”  
 
    He touches my fingers gently, but as if it stings, I immediately pull away. 
 
    His eyes narrow. "You intrigue me. Tempt me. Dare me. I want to see exactly what you can be, what you choose to be, once we get rid of all the layers of tarnish Jorge used to control you."  
 
    I glare at him. "What makes you think you can control me?"  
 
    He smiles and shakes his head. "What makes you think I want to?"  
 
    His nonchalant and calm appearance doesn’t even fade with my challenge.  
 
    "I won't give you Jorge's secrets."  
 
    "Good," he says in a flippant way that jerks the floor out from under me again. Why the hell can't I find gravity around this guy? "If you gave me his secrets, why would I ever trust you with my own?"  
 
    "What makes you think I can be won over with frilly shampoo and bath fucks?"  
 
    "Absolutely nothing," he says with a smirk. "But it was fun to try."  
 
    Bastard. I swing at the surface of the water, splashing it toward him. It drips from his eyebrows, his beard, and his lips. Those damn lips. Full of lies.  
 
    "If you don't want to stay here, you're free to go as soon as you're strong enough."  
 
    Yeah, right. 
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    I spend a few days humoring Galeno, testing him, testing my boundaries until I feel confident that my spine won’t try to snap itself.  
 
    Then, I get my opening, while Lucero and Galeno are in his office on a “conference call” or some shit.  
 
    I grab the bag of clothes Lucero had dropped off earlier in the week, but I still have two problems, no shoes, and no transportation.  
 
    Checking the hall to make sure Galeno and Lucero are still busy, I head straight for the stairs. If I have to, I’ll go in bare feet, but that won’t exactly be practical for my plan. I need to go back and start at the beginning of the nightmare. I don’t have many leads to go on, but I hope the hotel might hold some useful information.  
 
    Downstairs, I start in the kitchen, shoving a few snacks in my bag. Then, I scan the living room and find a pair of blue sneakers near the bottom of the stairs. Galeno’s, no doubt, they’re huge, but I lace them up tight enough to make do. As I straighten, I also notice a set of keys tucked under a stack of envelopes.  
 
    He says I’m free to leave, and I’m about to test that theory, even though I’m sure it isn’t going to end well.  
 
    I need answers and I need to find them myself. Not on his computer or by word of mouth.  
 
    Keys in hand, I walk straight out the front door. Still no one.  
 
    So much for Galeno’s big power game. Maybe his crew was rented.  
 
    The grounds are huge. The drive stretches out in front of me and curves, so I can’t tell how long it is. Brick walls and brushes line the edges.  
 
    But I see no one.  
 
    This is nothing like Jorge’s compound where it was impossible to walk twenty feet without spotting someone watching.  
 
    Then again, Jorge was paranoid as fuck.  
 
    I press the button on the key fob and the headlights on a deep blue Lexus LFA flash. Galeno obviously has money to throw around which supports my lone wolf theory. A decent enough lobo would have plenty of money, and he’d know how to play the cartel game well enough to get answers.  
 
    I quickly climb in the car, hoping the roar of the engine isn’t loud enough for them to hear from the back of the mansion. But then, they’d have to catch me. I take off down the long, winding driveway and guess which direction will take me back to town.  
 
    I must’ve guessed right, because fifteen minutes later I see a sign for downtown Toronto. Then, I just have to hope I remember enough details to find the hotel.  
 
    But all the roads that seem the same as I remember also feel entirely different. Finally, just as I think I’ve made another wrong turn and consider for the hundredth time figuring out the navigation system, the towering structure of the International Hotel appears ahead.  
 
    I start to pull into the parking garage across the street and realize I have no money. Part of me still believes this is a test all orchestrated by Jorge. Be resourceful. But how I had fared on that prospective test where Galeno was concerned just brought up more dilemmas. Maybe it’s best not to think about it that way—the main thing is putting this whole mess together and finding my answers.  
 
    Park the car and leave it?  
 
    Or find some poor schmuck to rob? 
 
    I’ll figure that part out later. I take the hard turn and navigate the wide car through the narrow entrance, driving nearly to the top to find an empty space that wasn’t between obnoxiously parked trucks and SUVs.  
 
    Anyone ever thought of sports car parking? 
 
    Then, I make my way down to the crowded street and across to the hotel.  
 
    For once, I want the desk clerk to be chatty.  
 
    “Hello,” I say in my most polished voice when I finally reach the front of the line.  
 
    “Reservation?” he asks, not even cracking a smile out of courtesy.  
 
    Dios. “I did. I stayed in room 1127 a few nights ago and I think I left my cell and some paperwork in the room.”  
 
    “Nothing’s been turned in here,” he says, as if he took the time to even check. Given the number of people in and out of this hotel, I doubt he really knew for certain off the top of his head.  
 
    “Okay, well, I got some distressing news and had to leave in a hurry. Would you know if anything was delivered or any messages left?”  
 
    He sighs. “When did you say your stay was?”  
 
    “Sunday before last,” I think. I’m not even sure what day it is now. “The twenty-fifth.”  
 
    “Name?”  
 
    “Carley Martin.” 
 
    He leans sideways, glancing back at the line behind me and types something into his computer. “Let me get a manager.”  
 
    “That would be great,” I smile. At least that might get me someone with a personality.  
 
    While he’s gone, I pretend to drop my keys over the counter, but everyone around me is too busy to notice as I stretch over to pick them up, inching the computer screen around slightly.  
 
    Reservation. One night.  
 
    I was never meant to return to the hotel room. 
 
    The clerk and manager return to the counter and I straighten, about to give my spiel again.  
 
    “Do you have an ID?” she asks.  
 
    Shit. Last I saw that, it was on Galeno’s desk. “No, I seem to have lost that too. Crazy week.” I flash a smile that probably looks as tired as I feel—and I hope so, maybe sympathy will get me points somewhere.  
 
    “How about a number where we can reach you?”  
 
    Snap. End of the line. “Didn’t I just say I lost my phone?” 
 
    “A friend or relative?” 
 
    “Never mind,” I grumble, dragging my keys off the counter and heading back out to the streets to figure out my next plan.  
 
    Flirt with the attendant? I glance at the booth near the exit of the garage with a middle-aged woman sitting inside. Nope. 
 
    Find a mark.  
 
    And as luck would have it, I notice a couple to my right, unloading their luggage onto a trolley, where she leaves a pink, clutch-like purse and turns her back to grab another suitcase.  
 
    Oh, stupid people.  
 
    I head in their direction, keeping an eye on everyone around me and scooping up the small wallet as I pass.  
 
    When I’m out of their sight, I open it up, and discover it’s actually a phone case and the phone still hasn’t locked. I tap the screen to keep it active while I search the pockets. A credit card, two library cards, and something from the World Wildlife Fund. No cash.  
 
    So, I opt to ditch the car and head up the street, looking for an unoccupied alley where I might have a few minutes of privacy before pulling up the keypad. I know Jorge’s “emergency” line by heart, but my fingers hesitate with every number I enter. Then I hold the phone to my year as it rings several times and goes to a message saying voicemail is not set up.  
 
    Fuck. I growl, kicking an empty pop bottle down the alley. Then, I gather myself and try the number again.  
 
    "Digame,” he answers.  
 
    “Jorge?” I exhale.  
 
    There’s a long silence before he asks me where I am.  
 
    Do I answer? Why am I hesitating? 
 
    “Poco Cierva, dónde estás?” This time he’s more stern.  
 
    “Por qué me enviaste a Toronto?” Why did you send me to Toronto, I ask, instead of answering him. 
 
    “You don’t answer a question with a question.” Now, he’s practically spitting into the phone. 
 
    “You don’t send me off without information or orders, unless…”  
 
    He makes a ticking sound in his mouth that makes my skin crawl. “Unless I was sure you could figure it out on your own?” His voice is steady and smooth. “What did you do with Serge?” 
 
    I know that voice. That tone. I may not have found Galeno’s tell, but I knew Jorge’s. The only time his voice lost that distant, biting, tense edge was when he bluffed.  
 
    This isn’t what he planned.  
 
    I chuck the phone into the brick wall.  
 
    I’m on my own. No identity. No money. No more protection.  
 
    And, no car unless I can find money. 
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    I keep walking, at least it gives me something to keep me occupied until I find another opening. I was trained as a spy, not a pickpocket and I definitely can’t afford to get caught, but eventually, my mind goes numb, wrapped up in trying to figure out the situation instead of looking for a mark.  
 
    The pavement and buildings don’t give me any answers.  
 
    Now what? Now what? I ask myself over and over, long after the sun sets. Then, I snap out of it and look around. The streets are empty, and I’d left the fancy hotels and restaurants behind a long time ago. They were replaced with something more… Well, I guess I’d call them rustic, if I were being generous.  
 
    “Well, well,” I hear a man behind me. “The hookers are out early tonight.”  
 
    “Not a good night to fuck with me,” I grumble, but when I go to glare over my shoulder at him, I notice he’s not alone.  
 
    “Who am I kiddin’,” he says, “around here, hookers are out twenty-four-seven.”  
 
    “Then go find one.” I wave him off.  
 
    Why do I have to attract trouble? 
 
    Stupid question, I tell myself. I’m a spy and I’m walking around after dusk in a town I don’t know. I don’t attract trouble, I run straight to it.  
 
    The cocky, loudmouth comes at me first, but he’s definitely not a trained fighter and I put him down. The others are smart, they come at me all at once. One grabs for my hair and I elbow him in the diaphragm. A punch to the nose and a kick to the nuts. I go to run, but one of them grabs my ankle and I barely keep from smashing my face into the pavement.  
 
    My back isn’t so thrilled with this achievement.  
 
    The men grab at me, pulling at my clothes. I get off a few good kicks and punches, but every movement darkens my vision with a shock of pain radiating out of my spine. My legs tingle. I can’t feel my fingers.  
 
    Their leader grabs me by my throat, then slams me down so I land on my knees before him. “Where’d you learn to fight like that sweet thing?” 
 
    That shows what he knows. I spit blood from my busted lip on his shoes, daring him to finally put an end to all of this. 
 
    Two of them grab me, one on each side, and lift me up so I can see the first man pulling out a gun.  
 
    Puta madre. Mother fucker.  
 
    I brace myself, but even though I hear the shot ring through the alley, I’m remarkably unscathed.  
 
    The man to my right falls to the ground, and the one to the left mumbles something about Los Zetas.  
 
    In Toronto?  
 
    Only I would step into a shit this big.  
 
    The man in front of me drops the gun and steps to the side as he turns. “Aguilar? 
 
    I make out two men, both in black combat gear, but I still have to tilt my head slightly to see their leader. Then, I almost face plant into the pavement again. Galeno stands behind the man who’d led the attack with a gun aimed at his head. Lucero is on his right, gun also drawn, but aimed downward.  
 
    I wonder who took the shot. But even more than that, how the fuck did he find me?  
 
    I forget about the tingling in my extremities as my blood runs cold.  
 
    “I wasn’t expecting Los Zetas business around here today,” the man says, backing away with his hands held out to show he wasn’t a threat. Not to Galeno anyway.  
 
    I try not to show it as my lungs collapse within my chest. Idiota. How could I think he was a lone wolf?  
 
    “She’s my business,” Galeno points in my direction.  
 
    Hijo de puta. Son of a bitch.  
 
    “How were we supposed to know—”  
 
    Galeno steps forward, smiling slightly, but it vanishes in an instant as he takes a swing and belts him in the gut. Then he walks past them and holds his hand down to me. I’d love to shove it away, but I’m not sure I can even stand up with help, so I slap my palm into his, noticing the size difference as his fingers wrap around me and he eases me to my feet.  
 
    It takes all of my effort to stand straight. My back screams, but Galeno holds me at his side. “I assure you she won’t make the mistake of wandering onto your turf again.”  
 
    I bite my lips together to keep my objection in. This isn’t the time or the place.  
 
    Two SUVs wait for us at the corner and Lucero climbs into the driver’s door of the first while the other men hang back.  
 
    I nearly have to hold my breath to hold in the explosion until Galeno reaches for the handle of the back door to the SUV Lucero waits in. I step in front of him, blocking his motion. "You're Los Zetas? Qué demonios?" 
 
    Galeno raises an eyebrow, a gesture that seems to show more amusement than anger. I just lashed out at a member of the most feared drug cartel in Mexico.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    Lashed out didn't even begin to cover it.  
 
    "I figured a woman of your talents would enjoy figuring that out for herself." He cocks his head. "Maybe I overestimated you."  
 
    Right, the connection between Los Zetas and Toronto is so fucking obvious. "Or maybe, you're making yourself out to be a bigger cock than you are."  
 
    "Mi tesoro, you know very well how big my cock is. As for the rest, Decena is my cousin. He had a few deals up here he needed someone to look after."  
 
    Pollas en vinagre. I huff and shake my head, unable to digest all of this.  
 
    “What, exactly, are you doing walking around out here?” he asks.  
 
    I want to shrug so I don’t have to speak, but my shoulders are too tense to move. “I had to leave the car in a parking garage.”  
 
    He snorts. “Where?”  
 
    “Across from the International Hotel.”  
 
    “Why?” His voice has a little more bite to it this time, but I’m too frustrated to care and too exhausted to be interrogated. He’d been the one who said I was free to leave.  
 
    “Why is it that you get to ask all of the questions?”  
 
    “Fine,” he waves his hand. “What would you like to know?” 
 
    Where do I even begin? “How’d you find me?”  
 
    He jams his hand into the front pocket of my jeans and digs the keys out. “Tracking chip in the key fob.”  
 
    I groan. “Men and their tracking chips.”  
 
    He raises his eyebrows and stares off over my head. “You think now’s the time to complain about that?”  
 
    “If you’re expecting gratitude, you picked up the wrong girl.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed,” he mumbles. He takes a step back, his head twists at an odd angle. “Were you trying to get yourself killed?”  
 
    Not in the beginning or… maybe.  I shake my head. I don’t know what I’m doing anymore. I’m falling without a net to catch me with every line to the only life I’ve ever know severed. “I needed answers.”  
 
    “And what did you find?”  
 
    I grind my teeth together. “I’m tired of being used. I’m tired of being played. I won’t do it anymore.”  
 
    “It’s a good thing I’m not asking you to.” His finger traces my jaw, lifting my gaze to his face. 
 
    “What the hell do you want?” 
 
    "I’ve told you,” he whispers, backing me against the black SUV behind me. “I want you, Serafina.”  
 
    He can’t. He can’t know that because he didn’t know a damn thing about me. And if he doesn’t want me as a zorra, I don’t understand what he could possibly mean. "Stop calling me that. I'm no angel. Not even close."  
 
    His lips barely move, but the smirk is still obvious. The kind of smirk that reminds me that even the devil himself was an angel. "You're apparently not human either," he says. "No human would be standing here arguing with me—especially not in your condition."  
 
    "And what condition would that be?" I ask without budging.  
 
    His thumb swipes under my lip, taking with it dried, crusty blood. "You're strong, but not even you can hide the muscle spasms. Why don't you tell me how bad it really is?"  
 
    "I don't know what you're talking about,” I say, although I almost clench my jaw halfway through.  
 
    "Refusing to acknowledge the problem isn't going to make it go away, but if you're really fine, I guess you don't want this." He holds up a white oval pill.  
 
    I swallow. Can your mouth really water for a damn pill? This is certainly a first for me. Although, I also remember how it made me feel, sluggish, off-guard, out of control. I close my eyes, trying to get a handle on everything, but every time I inhale, I can’t help but flinch.  
 
    “Stay with me, Sera.”  
 
    I don’t know if he means physically or mentally. 
 
    White noise or muscle relaxer? 
 
    Jorge was kind once, too. Well, he was kind for a day or two, until he started locking me in that tiny dark room, “for my own good.” But Galeno hasn’t locked me up. And as far as I can tell he hasn’t lied. Then again, I don’t know up from down right now and it’s driving me crazy.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    As soon as the lights dim, the ache in my chest sets in. It isn’t like the pain of an injury, just a constricting, deep, nagging pain that spikes my heart rate until I can hear the thud in my ears. 
 
    “Please, don’t leave me in here. I’ll be good.”  
 
    “You should’ve thought of that before you went for the gun. You think you’ll prefer what they do if they find out it was you?”  
 
    I shake my head, but I doubt he can see me in the pitch blackness.  
 
    The door latches with a click, then the lock snaps into place. I curl up on the small bed that takes up most of my tiny room and press my ear to the wall. On the other side, I hear voices and music. Laughing.  
 
    Things I wonder if I’ll ever experience.  
 
    Jorge had business to attend to. Business that wasn’t appropriate for a ten-year-old murderer.  
 
    A flash of light blinds me, and I realize I’m still in the back of the SUV with Galeno next to me.  
 
    I drag my hand through my hair, pushing it this way and that until my scalp tingles and the strands are full of tangles. “How long until the side effects from that damn cocktail wear off?”  
 
    He pauses before answering, “You should be in the clear.”  
 
    That isn’t what I wanted to hear. All that tells me is my brain is broken. What if I never get it back? 
 
    But then, when was my brain ever not broken? I spent more than ten years serving a man who tortured me. I followed orders. I didn’t question him.  
 
    What if I can’t function without that? Without orders?  
 
    I touch my temple and wince, feeling the knot forming just above my cheekbone. There’s another just under the right corner of my mouth, numbing half of my lip. I can’t even bare to think about the state of my ribs and back again.  
 
    “I didn’t take anything before the party,” I say, my stream of conscious leaking out of my mouth as I try to put the pieces together. “But I wasn’t feeling right before I ran into Serge.”  
 
    “How so?” Galeno asks.  
 
    “When I saw you, your tattoo moved.”  
 
    He makes a noise when he exhales, something halfway between a tired laugh and a sigh. “It doesn’t have a habit of doing that, but you did seem a bit flushed.”  
 
     “I didn’t drink anything there, how’d they manage to drug me before it all happened?”  
 
    “You had a rash, a small patch on the outside of your left breast. The doctor—”  
 
    “The clothes.” My voice almost gives out when I talk. “The clothes Jorge arranged.”  
 
    That’s why he only gave me fifteen minutes to get ready. It was all orchestrated. I wouldn’t have time to notice anything until it was too late. “You were right. He set me up.”  
 
    My whole life had been dictated by mad men. And now I sit next to Galeno—obviously a madman too. That was the only way to explain him putting in this much effort. And, he was Los Zetas. Definitely a madman. And I’m failing to see a point in fighting it.  
 
     “So does that mean he was a hallucination, too?” I hadn’t actually meant the question to be spoken, but I can barely keep my eyes open and it’s getting harder to separate thoughts from speech.  
 
    “Who?” Galeno asks.  
 
    The car hits a bump and I slump against the door, holding in the scream that wants to escape. My hands are clenched in my lap, nearly vibrating with the effort to keep a hold of myself. “My father.”  
 
    “Is that who you were chasing?”  
 
    I shrug. “Couldn’t have been.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “He’s dead,” I say dryly.  
 
    “Dead isn’t always dead in our world.”  
 
    It was true. I’d died at least a dozen times, but not entirely in the way he insinuates. I sigh, pressing my forehead against the cool glass. “I saw it,” I whisper. “I pulled the trigger.”  
 
    Galeno leans forward a bit, then I notice Lucero glancing at me through the rearview mirror.  
 
    “When?” Galeno asks.  
 
    I guess there’s no point in turning back now.  
 
    “When I was ten.” I can still see his body hitting the floor. I can hear my mother screaming.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “He was a bastard.” I let the answers free without thinking.  
 
    “He hurt you?”  
 
    “He beat us.” I tense. No.  
 
    “Us?” he asks.  
 
    Damn it. Why couldn’t he miss that? “Me and my mom,” I say quickly. I face the window, watching his reaction through the reflection in the glass. His head cocks to the side, one eye narrowed as if he sees right through the lie.  
 
    “Sera,” he begins.  
 
    My skin crawls waiting for his next words. Expecting them, but they’re not quite what I expected.  
 
    “What happened?”  
 
    “I killed my father,” I say as if he hadn’t understood me the first time.  
 
    He reaches for my arm, but I tuck myself closer to the door. “I shot him in the chest. My mom screamed, sent me up to my room.” This time, I’m more careful with my wording. “After that… it’s a bit fragmented.”  
 
    “What do you remember?”  
 
    I sigh. Like caged animals, the memories want freedom, but I have to be more careful. “Jorge. He took me. Said he’d protect me. He told me that Mom took the blame and went down for it, but if anyone found me or found out what I did…” I swallow. “I went to live with him. He kept me locked away until everything was settled. Then, he told me it was time to earn my keep.” I don’t tell him how I’d literally been trained for my life with Jorge since I could remember. Homeschooled. Four languages from the time I started talking. Martial arts. How I knew for a fact I had shot my father dead, because he’d been the one taking me to the gun range every week. I’d never had time to breathe. Never had time to dictate my own life.  
 
    That’s why I feel so lost now.  
 
    I struggle to keep my eyes open as my mind settles into the fog. But at least breathing isn’t excruciating. Not like it was. 
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    I’m in someone’s arms, but it doesn’t smell like Galeno. Fortunately, it also doesn’t smell like those expensive cigars of Jorge’s. I don’t manage to open my eyes until I feel myself being lowered down.  
 
    Lucero lays me on the bed and pulls the stolen shoes off my feet.  
 
    “Where’s Galeno?”  
 
    “He has business to attend to.”  
 
    Maybe he has what he wants from me. Which is what? 
 
    “He’s made arrangements with the doctor to come check on you tomorrow.” Lucero pulls the blankets up over me. “Try to rest.”  
 
    I stare up at him, Creeper, knowing he’d heard my secrets, too. “What’s he going to do with me?”  
 
    Lucero makes a face, but I can’t tell if it’s part smile or scowl. “Why don’t you ask him that?”  
 
    “I have.” In a way. 
 
    “And what did he tell you?”  
 
    “That I’m free to go as soon as I’m healed, but that was before…”  
 
    “Before what? Before you ran? Or do you really think it came as a surprise that you had killed somebody? We all have.”  
 
    The bed suddenly shakes and a furry nose presses against my arm.  
 
    “You want him in here?” Lucero asks. 
 
    I nod. Some sane company sounds good.  
 
    “I’ll bring you up some water,” Lucero says, taking a step back. “Are you hungry?”  
 
    I know I should be, but the thought of eating something makes me slightly nauseous, so I shake my head.  
 
    “Fine,” he says. “I’ll bring you up a bag of chips or something in case you change your mind.”  
 
    When the coast is clear, I whisper to Rafe, “These people make no sense.” It seems like the drugs should make sleep come easily. They had in the car, but now that I’ve woken up, I can’t seem to find a comfortable position. How could sleeping sitting up in a moving SUV be easier than finding a comfortable position in the bed?  
 
    When Lucero returns, he’s careful not to make a sound as he approaches.  
 
    “You’re not going to wake me,” I mumble. 
 
    He sits a tray on the bed stand next to me with a few bags of snacks and a couple bottles of water. “The spoils of my kitchen raid. You need anything else?”  
 
    “A crystal ball or some shit to help sort all this out.”  
 
    “Dog’s the closest thing we have,” Lucero says, walking away. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m gonna get all kinds of answers from him.” I roll again, trying to find a position where at least one thing stops hurting. “How long have you worked for Galeno?”  
 
    Lucero’s shoulders drop, and he turns back toward me. “We met about four years ago when he saved my life. I grew up in Tamaulipas. I did what I could to help my family. When Galeno found me, I’d been stabbed, left for dead. He got me to a doctor, then offered me a job.” He gestures toward the dog. “I guess he has a thing for strays. Try to get some sleep.”  
 
    Again, I’m left with more questions than answers. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    The pain wakes me. Even worse than before. Every part of my body screams.  
 
    I try to roll over, but the smallest movement makes my back feel like it’s shredding apart.  
 
    The bed moves, and I expect that Rafe is still next to me until a hand grips my shoulder. I bury my face in the pillow, feeling the moisture around my eyes.  
 
    I wish it were just sweat, but I know it isn’t. I don’t cry.  
 
    “Sera,” Galeno whispers.  
 
    “That’s not my goddamn name,” the pillow muffles my voice. 
 
    “Then tell me what it is.”  
 
    I grunt, trying to keep the scream buried. I will not scream. But determination won’t keep the salt water from leaking out of my eyes. 
 
    “Roll over,” Galeno says. 
 
    “Leave me alone.”  
 
    Galeno makes a sound in his throat, then the bed shakes.  
 
    He’s finally listening for once.  
 
    Or so I think until I feel him on my side of the bed. He slides his hand under the blanket, and his fingers press into my muscles, rubbing tiny circles over my skin. And I don’t want to admit that it’s helping, until his touch moves closer to my spine and I flinch.  
 
    “Sorry,” he says. 
 
    Sorry? I don’t know what to do with sorry, so I press my face deeper into the pillow, rolling to my stomach, and let him continue. I’d be an idiot to pass this up, even if it is a ruse. Galeno massages every muscle with a skilled touch, but it only takes the edge off.  
 
    And adds a whole new edge as my thoughts drift back to the Jacuzzi.  
 
    I rub my face against the pillowcase, hoping it removes all the traces of my tears and lift my head. “You got any more meds?”  
 
    He grabs a bottle off the bed table and rattles it slightly. He’d left them out? 
 
    “One every eight hours,” he says, shaking one out in his hand and putting the bottle back on the table.  
 
    “You’re just going to leave me the whole bottle?”  
 
    I wonder what swallowing the whole bottle would do.  
 
    “Is there a reason I shouldn’t?”  
 
    I don’t answer, just accept the pill as he opens a bottle of water. I swallow the pill dry, not wanting to move, but the taste it leaves in my mouth and down the back of my throat changes my mind. I roll slightly and prop myself up long enough to take a long swig.  
 
    Galeno wipes the back of his knuckles against my chin, and I feel the wet tears under his touch.  
 
    I turn away. “Don’t do that.”  
 
    “Doctor will be here in a few hours.”  
 
    “Great. He bringing me a new body?”  
 
    I can’t imagine what else might help.  
 
    “Cortisone shots should take down the inflammation and pain. Think you can get back to sleep?” 
 
    I nod, hoping that means he’ll leave me alone, and curl up on my side with my back to him.  
 
    But he squeezes back into bed in the small space I left behind me. Right against me.  
 
    I’d argue, but the heat also feels good, so I close my eyes, trying to block out his hand on my hip.  
 
    Laying there, listening to his even breaths, my eyes close and the pain fades, but I still can’t sleep. 
 
    “Galeno?”  
 
    He groans.  
 
    That doesn’t help.  
 
    “What do you need?” he asks when I don’t respond.  
 
    Space. Answers. Sense. “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Give it time,” he says, pulling me tighter against him. I feel his cock through his pants, pressing against my ass. And the only thing I can think about is the Jacuzzi. His fingers. His taste.  
 
    The feeling of my nerves coming alive with ecstasy.  
 
    How it drained everything out of me—including the pain.  
 
    I have to scoot away to make room to roll to my back.  
 
    I slide my fingers down the front of his body and over the band of his pants, feeling his shaft and stroking it through the fabric.  
 
     His eyes remain closed, but a growl rumbles from his throat. “You’re not going to let me sleep, are you?” 
 
    “You could be in your own bed.” There’s just enough light seeping in from the window for me to make out the details of his face. His dark eyelashes. Thick eyebrows. The dark beard accentuating his lips. 
 
    Since I arrived in Toronto, I’ve struggled to find myself again, but if I’ve realized anything, it’s that the “self” I’ve been looking for has never existed. I was my father’s project. Jorge’s puppet. Get your new persona together.  
 
    One he sold.  
 
    Fuck him. Fuck the life he imprisoned me in.  
 
    With all the uncertainty surrounding this whole situation, being forced to strip off the layers of the facade that have imprisoned me, a tiny part of me screams for something more. Something I was never intended to have.  
 
    I want more. I want him.  
 
    Keeping my hand on his cock, I stretch up and kiss him, unable to deny the incessant need to taste him again. This time on my terms.  
 
    His mouth opens, his tongue pressing against mine, taking possession of my mouth as if I’d just invited him in.  
 
    Maybe I did.  
 
    But when I pull back, he lets me have my space. His eyes are wide open now as if drinking me in. “Are you testing me, belleza?” 
 
    “No Spanish, please.”  
 
    “I’ll try to remember that.” My fingers move along the length of his shaft again, and his hips move forward, pressing into my touch while his tongue traces his lips. “But if you keep doing that, I make no guarantees.”  
 
    Galeno’s mouth is needy but his touch is soft as his hand moves down my side, pulling my knee up and hooking it over his hip while his fingers trace delicate lines against the back of my knee. 
 
    Before I know it, he’s on top of me, even though I barely feel the weight of his muscular body.  
 
    “What do you want, Serafina?”  
 
    He kisses my neck, sucking on my sensitive skin, and I arch into him.  
 
    My neck. My mouth. My shoulder. He pays intimate attention to each. I know the seduction game, this isn’t it. This isn’t a game.  
 
    This is electrifying.  
 
    Consuming.  
 
    Confusing.  
 
    Galeno sits back on his knees, peeling off his dark t-shirt, then pulling at the hem of mine. I expect him to strip me just as quickly, but he takes his time, inching the fabric up my stomach, following with his mouth. My fingers tangle in his hair as he moves higher. When he reaches the bottom of my breasts, he pulls me up, lifting the shirt over my head and taking my left breast into his mouth. 
 
    I draw in a breath, tightening my grip on his hair and pulling him closer.  
 
    I feel all the things I was never allowed to feel. Yearning. Want. Need. I was always someone else’s nothing.  
 
    Galeno’s touch—whatever it means, whatever his motive—makes me feel like something. Alive. 
 
    He works his way back up to my mouth and stops. I try to pull him closer, but he refuses to move.  
 
    When I open my eyes, I find him staring right back. “If I hurt your back, you tell me.”  
 
    I can’t speak, so I nod.  
 
    And then, he’s suddenly halfway across the bed, dragging me to the foot where my legs hang over the edge. He yanks off my pants, then his fingers trace my slit, slipping inside. At first my back arches, then my hips rock forward, taking him deeper. Every stroke takes my breath.  
 
    My eyes go straight to his hardness when he strips off his pants. He presses it against me, leaning his taught body over mine and kissing my chest. His hair falls over his face and the strands tickle my skin as he tastes me over and over. “Why has no one treasured you?”  
 
    My fingers roam over his back, exploring every defined muscle, as they stretch over his ribs with every breath. Then he settles into place between my legs and his cock pushes against my entrance. 
 
    Ruin me.  
 
    But he waits. Teasing? Does he not want me? 
 
    I slide my hand down his chest, over his taught tomach and stop at his hip when he draws in a gasp and closes his eyes.  
 
    Whatever his hold is over me, I have it on him, too.  
 
    Squeezing his hips with my things, I press my mouth to his collarbone and take in the taste of his skin and salty sweat.  
 
    “Christos,” he hisses through clenched teeth. His back arches away from me, forcing the tip of his cock inside.  
 
    I expect pain, but he eases into me, filling me, fitting against every nerve. Made just to make me come.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    With every thrust, his thumb rubs against my clit, and I feel the explosion building. 
 
    But I’m not ready for this to end. “Stop.”  
 
    He does—completely—studying my face as he stands over me.  
 
    Fuck. I can’t handle being left on the edge. Not like this. I pull my hair down over my face and yank. “No, I mean…”  
 
    He slips out of me. “Make up your mind before you drive me out of mine.”  
 
    “I want more. Just—” I swallow. “More.” I’m not ready for the fall, I want to keep flying. 
 
    Galeno’s fingers slide inside me. Two. Then three. More. Pulling me apart and stroking my core. Blending pain and pleasure with every stroke.  
 
    Then, with no warning, a finger slips into my ass.  
 
    “Dios,” I cry out.  
 
    “You said more,” he says, “I’m going to give you more.”  
 
    He works another finger into my tight hole, repeating what he’d just done to my cunt, except this time, the sensations multiplied. Pain stretching my muscles. Ecstacy vibrating through my nerves. 
 
    I shouldn’t be here.  
 
    Shouldn’t be doing this.  
 
    But I don’t want it to stop. I hear Galeno spit, then his cock replaces his fingers at my ass.  
 
    Fuck. My eyes widen, and I bite down on my bottom lip.  
 
    This time it does hurt. Pulling. Stretching. Too full. Overwhelmed, I squirm, digging my fingers into his neck and shoulder. And yet, it makes me want him inside me even more. 
 
    He stops halfway, pulls back a little, and I wrap my leg around him, pulling him back. He leans over me, stroking me with his fingers while his cock works its way deeper inside my ass. Nothing should feel this good—especially this, but I grab the sheets on both sides of my head, pulling. I can’t hold back.  
 
    “Fuck,” I scream as the first ripple of orgasm tightens my ass around him.  
 
    He pumps into me while the orgasm takes me away and fades.  
 
    “A little more, baby,” he says in a growl against my neck.  
 
    He grunts, pushing into me three more times before his back tenses and he empties himself inside me.  
 
    I keep my leg hooked around his waist, my fingers dug into his back. His hot breath caresses my neck as he kisses under my ear and murmurs, “Are you going to let me sleep now?” 
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    The next morning, I roll away from the sunlight bleeding through the curtains and find Galeno sitting up in the bed next to me, staring down at his phone. He’s dressed in jeans and a grey t-shirt that stretches over his biceps. His legs are stretched out and crossed at the ankles.  
 
    “Morning,” he says without looking up from his phone. He reaches over and picks up a black mug from the table, and the warm smell of coffee fills my nose. I draw in a long, deep breath and sigh. 
 
    “Like coffee?” he asks.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    He offers the mug to me. “It’s fresh and there’s more downstairs.”  
 
    I take the mug between my hands and inhale the scent. It’s not the drive-thru coffee I’ve normally settled for. This has a deep, nutty smell, and the rich taste leaves a hint of vanilla in my mouth. 
 
    Galeno pats my leg, kicking his off the mattress. “Come downstairs and I’ll fix us breakfast before the doctor gets here.”  
 
    “You cook?” I scoff, but really, I’m intrigued. I’ve barely seen a man step foot in a kitchen for more than a beer or snack. “I’m sure this will be entertaining.”  
 
    I can’t tell if I’m still playing along, but this—whatever it is—comes naturally. Possibly the first time I’ve ever felt that.  
 
    Jorge said falling for a man would make me weak. Dull my senses. Get me killed. But my senses have never felt more alive than they do now. In a way, I hate that, because I also notice every spasm and twinge in my spine, but I take a long sip of coffee and take a moment to do nothing except enjoy the hot liquid warming my throat. 
 
    Galeno tosses my bag on the foot of the bed and as I roll toward it to find some clothes, I also notice the soreness between my legs. The shadow of everywhere he’d been. Which was, literally, everywhere.  
 
    Once I’m dressed, I grab the coffee and follow him down to the kitchen, taking the stairs much slower than his quick and steady pace.  
 
    I sit at the island while he cooks, tossing a small tennis ball across the room to keep Rafe entertained before he can beg for every scrap of my breakfast. Galeno places a plate in front of me with an overflowing omelet and takes the seat across from me with his own—twice the size of mine. Rafe sits down next to him and I quickly learn why his serving was so much bigger as he drops almost as much to the dog as he eats himself.  
 
    “Now what?” I ask when my plate is almost cleared.  
 
    “We wait for the doctor.”  
 
    I huff. “No I mean…” I close my eyes. “Jorge. He’s not going to let this slide.”  
 
    “He probably thinks Serge disappeared with you.” He shoves the last of his omelet in his mouth, to Rafe’s dismay. “For all he knows you could be halfway around the world.”  
 
    My stomach sinks, and I drop my fork, appetite forgotten. “Yeah… about that.”  
 
    Galeno flattens his palms on the black granite, his eyebrows narrowed over his dark eyes.  
 
    “I, uh—” My breath hitches. “I stole a phone and called him.”  
 
    “Why?” he barks.  
 
    “Why do you think? I thought you were fucking with me like everyone else and I—I wasn’t thinking straight.”  
 
    Galeno’s shoulders relax but his lips are still white. “And what do you think now?”  
 
    “I told you last night, you were right.” I don’t know exactly when I figured out Jorge’s tell. It wasn’t some clear “ah-ha” moment I can pinpoint, but now every encounter with him is on replay in my head. Every moment. Everything he ever told me. I wish I could separate the truth from the lies, but I’m not sure if I’m seeing the lies because they’re there or because I want them to be.  
 
    Then, the doorbell rings.  
 
    “That’ll be the doctor.” Galeno stands, then leans over my chair, one hand on the back and one on the counter in front of me. “But if you really want to find Jorge first, you’re going to have to give me more to go on.” 
 
    I shove the last two bites of omelet into my mouth. I’m still not hungry, but stabbing each piece makes me feel a tad better. Then, I meet Galeno in the living room, where he stands with an older man.  
 
    “You certainly do look better,” he says, looking me over.  
 
    “Sera,” Galeno says. “This is Martin.”  
 
    “Galeno says you’re still having back pain.” He sits an old-time briefcase on the small table near the end of a massive sectional.  
 
    Goosebumps race up my arms and tickle my neck. I try to concentrate on what Martin is saying, but all I hear is static.  
 
    A briefcase whizzes by my head. I duck just in time to miss the worst of it, but then Father’s hands come at me. He jerks me off the floor where I’d sat drawing a picture of a hippopotamus, I’d seen on a billboard on my way to Krav Maga.  
 
    He didn’t appreciate drawing.  
 
    Wasteful, he called it.  
 
    Taking a fistful of my hair, he drags me out of my room and downstairs to his study where he kept the bamboo mat.  
 
    “Kneel,” he shoves me down onto my knees. He slams a book of etiquette, written in Spanish, in front of me and opens it to a random page. “Read.”  
 
    I begin to read the first line aloud.  
 
    “In Russian,” he yells.  
 
    “Sera.” Galeno jostles me and I put my hand on his chest.  
 
    His eyes narrow. “Jorge?”  
 
    “No,” I whisper. 
 
    “Serge?”  
 
    I stare right through him; my eyelids suddenly feel too heavy to hold open.  
 
    “Tu padre?”   
 
    My mouth opens slightly, but I close it again and nod instead. Another side effect of my broken facade. My past had been vacuum packed. All the air sucked out and sealed away. But those seals are rupturing faster than I can patch them.  
 
    I let my hair fall over my face, but Galeno immediately brushes it back and lifts my chin. “You’re here now. Let’s show them all who you really are.”  
 
    Biting my lip, I barely manage not to laugh at those words coming from a man who doesn’t even know my name. “Fine. But first I need to be able to move without flinching.” 
 
    “This isn’t a cure-all.”  
 
    “Nothing is.”  
 
    Galeno links his arm through mine and nudges me closer to Martin, who already has his briefcase open with a white cloth laying across the table and several plastic packages laid out next to two vials.  
 
    “Have you ever had cortisone injections?” Martin asks. 
 
    I shake my head.  
 
    “Any allergic reactions to…” he rattles off several drugs I’ve never heard of. 
 
    “Look, I’ve never even had a flu shot.”  
 
    Martin looks to Galeno a long second then back to me. “I’m just going to do a trigger point injection to help with the muscle spasms. You’ll probably feel a little discomfort when—”  
 
    “Trust me, I’ll be fine. Let’s get this over with.”  
 
    “I’ll need to have you sitting against something or lying down so I have access to your back.”  
 
    Galeno pulls me toward the couch and takes a seat, then pulls me into his lap, straddling his legs.  
 
    “I don’t think this is what he had in mind,” I whisper into his ear, but he grins, then lifts my shirt over my head and pulls me against him to undo my bra.  
 
    Behind me, Martin makes a sound in his throat. I hear the snap of gloves, and then his fingers press into my back. His touch is nothing like Galeno’s as he pokes the center of a knot near my shoulder blade over and over until I’m tempted to rear back and headbutt him in the nose.  
 
    “That feels like the spot,” he says. “Would you say that’s where most of the pain is?”  
 
    I grunt. “Currently, yes.”  
 
    “She has a knot on the left side of her lower back, too.”  
 
    Thanks, Galeno. I dig my chin into his shoulder.  
 
    I feel something else poke at the first spot and then the doctor’s hands move down until he finds the one Galeno pointed out. When he touches that one, my hips buck, nearly sending my shoulder straight through Galeno’s jaw. And that’s what you get.  
 
    Martin lays down his pen and picks up something that looks like an oversized Q-tip. “I’m just going to—” 
 
    “I really don’t need a play-by-play.” If anything, that makes it worse, heightening the sensations when I could just block them all out.  
 
    “You need to hold very still,” The doctor says. “That’s usually easier when you know what’s coming.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I’ve been trained for this. 
 
    Something cold touches my back, and I drop my head against Galeno’s shoulder, sinking into my void. A pinch follows next, then a burn. Another pinch, more burning. The cycle repeats four or five times, then the doctor presses his hand against the injection site and rubs the muscle more gently this time. He repeats the process on the lower muscle while I count each breath.  
 
    “No lifting anything over twenty-five pounds,” Martin says. “I suggest you try to rest the muscles for a couple of days and then start with some gentle stretches.”  
 
    Rest. Gentle. Those aren’t traditional words in my vocabulary. I’ve been told to rest more in the last week than in my entire life. When will they get that isn’t something I’m capable of?  
 
   
 
  

   
 
    12 
 
      
 
    Olvidado. Forgotten.  
 
    That was my life.  
 
    Until all of those forgotten things came back to drive me crazy.  
 
    Galeno kisses my neck. The doctor is gone, but I still haven’t moved. I want the memories to stop. I need to figure out what to do with myself. How to get my façade back up.  
 
    Dios. The facades are too exhausting.  
 
    Galeno’s thumb rubs against my hip and he nudges me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I sit back on Galeno’s thighs, adjust my bra and fasten it again. “How long have I been here?”  
 
    His face scrunches. “Ten days.”  
 
    Ten days… How can one man undo an entire lifetime in ten days?  
 
    I can feel it, like a deflating balloon full of glass shards, waiting to see which one will slice through first. In the meantime, all the pieces scrape and scratch together, trying to accommodate their rapidly shrinking world.  
 
    I’d been looking forward to breathing without pain, but now my chest is so tight I can’t enjoy it. I close my eyes and drop my head, but there’s no peace anywhere anymore.  
 
    “Sera—”  
 
    “Please, don’t talk.”  
 
    It’s Jorge that I hear, yanking at the back of my consciousness.  
 
    Don’t trust their lies. Secrets are power and men will do anything to find yours. 
 
    You know what will happen when they find yours.  
 
    You need to be prepared. 
 
    Prepared to fight. Prepared to be tortured. Prepared to be seduced.  
 
    This isn’t how it was all supposed to happen.  
 
    I wasn’t prepared to be sold and rescued. Broken and… what is this? 
 
    Obliteration?  
 
    My mind races. Memories. Thoughts. Questions. Until my head aches from the tension.  
 
    Galeno’s hands brush back my hair, then move down my arms to rest on my thighs. “You’re worrying me,” he whispers. “Is the pain worse?”  
 
    I shake my head once, then nod, giving into it. “Not my back, everything else.” My breath rattles in my chest. “I think I’m having an identity crisis.”  
 
    He pulls me closer, rubbing the back fo my neck. “Okay.”  
 
    “What’s okay about it?” When I look up, I find the very thing that sent me reeling into this mess. Galeno. Looking into his eyes makes my chest hurt. The worry lines stretch toward his temples. His brows are pressed together. Jaw tight.  
 
    My fingers tangle in his shirt sleeve, stretching it out until I’m sure it’ll never recover.  
 
    Like me.  
 
    “I need this to stop.”  
 
    “No.” He touches my face. “You need to go through it.”  
 
    “Why?” I scream. Maybe I’d misjudged what I’d thought was concern. Maybe he does enjoy this. 
 
    “It’s the only way. Jorge broke you down. Forced you to ignore your natural instincts so he could have a hold over you. You’re healing.”  
 
    “That isn’t what it feels like.”  
 
    “It isn’t what it feels like when someone”—his left eyebrow arches—“falls asleep on your arm and you wake up with a burning, sting, hand, but it is what it is. Sometimes healing hurts worse than the injury.”  
 
    Does he mean me? “I’ve never fallen asleep on your arm.” 
 
    “Not that you remember, I guess, but you also don’t remember me telling you my name, over and over."  
 
    With my palms flat on his chest, I increase the distance between us. “You were sleeping with me when I was in that condition?”  
 
    He leans his head back, but keeps his eyes on me. “I didn’t sleep, or do anything else, but sometimes laying next to you was the only way to get you to stop screaming.”  
 
    Screaming? All this time, I’ve been trying not to fall apart in front of him and he’d already seen behind the crumbling wall. “About what?”  
 
    His eyes drop for a split second. “Nothing in particular.”  
 
    “You’re lying.” My mouth will barely form the words, and they come out high-pitched.  
 
    Galeno blows out a puff of air. “You are good.”  
 
    “Why are you lying to me?”  
 
    “Because you just told me you’re having a hard time and I wanted to let that settle before possibly adding something else for you to deal with. You mumbled some names, mainly Jorge… Gabe, Miguel. I believe you thought I was Jorge, and anytime I would speak, you’d start repeating olvidado.”  
 
    “And that’s it?” I know it isn’t, but I dare him to lie to me again.  
 
    “No.” His lips press into a straight line. “But you’re not ready to talk about the rest, so we’re going to leave it for now.”  
 
    I yank at his shirt until I hear it rip. “Who are you to make that decision?”  
 
    Galeno puts his hands over my fists, but his voice remains calm and even. “Tell me your name.”  
 
    I recoil, sitting as far from him as I can while in his lap. “Sometimes, I hate you.”  
 
    “Sometimes, I’m a good man to hate.”  
 
    Why can’t he fly into a rage? Yell and scream? I understand those things far better than this disconcerting calm. I understand pain better than comfort.  
 
    The voice—the one that Jorge created—tells me to get far away from him. But I let my head fall back to his shoulder before the tears burning at my eyes have a chance to fall. My forehead and nose rest against his coarse beard.  
 
    I’m afraid if I move, the avalanche will resume.   
 
    He leaves me there for a few minutes, then lays me across the couch, his body over top of mine. Just below his mangled shirtsleeve, I notice three long scratches. “You’re going to have a lot of scars.”  
 
    “I have no doubt.”  
 
    I wonder if I’ll ever figure him out. “When you asked me to stay with you, what exactly did you have in mind?”  
 
    “You.” His deep laugh rumbles against my chest. “I just want you, Sera. I can’t explain it, and I don’t care to try.”  
 
    “And you somehow discovered that you want me while I was unconscious in your spare room? Or when you found out who I was?” 
 
    “Or when I felt jealous that you would talk to the dog and not me?”  
 
    I brush him off, trying to hide my laugh. I can’t imagine anyone getting jealous over a dog, especially him. “You weren’t jealous about that.”  
 
    He kisses my cheek. “You don’t know that.” His mouth moves down my jaw to my earlobe and he takes it into his mouth. “Or maybe it was when I tasted you. Although, I have to say, there are other parts of you I’m interested in tasting.”  
 
    Something vibrates against my leg and Galeno lets out a long groan. 
 
    “Didn’t know I excited you that much.”  
 
    “Don’t underestimate yourself.” He rolls and digs his phone from his pocket. “I need to take this.”  
 
    “The world of unicorns and lollipops can’t go on without you.”  
 
    The phone continues going crazy in his hand, but instead of answering it, his head dips down again. “I’ll call him back.” 
 
    His mouth captures mine. His tongue swipes against my lips then presses deeper, filling my mouth with his taste until we’re both breathless.  
 
    Then, the phone begins again. 
 
    “Go,” I whisper against his ear even though I don’t want him to. Cold air sweeps into his void as he climbs off the couch and heads up the stairs, answering the call halfway up. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    Lucero barges in and his eyes widen for a second when he sees me, then he quickly diverts them to the stairs. My shirt is still laying at the other end of the couch, and I know he's seen me less dressed, so I don't bother.  
 
    "Galeno in his office?" he asks.  
 
    "Yep."  
 
    But just as I say it, I see Galeno out of the corner of my eye emerge on the landing above—now with a black button-down shirt. "I need to go deal with a few things today," he says descending the stairs. When his and Lucero's eyes silently meet, I know they're debating what to do with me.  
 
    "You could take me along," I say, hoping to get out of the house and finally feel productive again. It doesn't feel like I was just wandering the streets of Toronto yesterday. Although, the bruises and soreness from the scuffle are beginning to surface.  
 
    Lucero glowers over his shoulder like he'd rather kill me, but Galeno simply gives me that tight-lipped stare of his. "Why are you still half-naked?"  
 
    "I'm wearing a bra, pretty sure that puts me slightly under half, and how was I supposed to know anyone was going to barge in?"  
 
    His steely look doesn't fade until I snatch my shirt off the end of the couch and draw it over my head. Why's he care so much? As far as I can recall, I was naked when Lucero found me anyway. I have a body and skin like everyone else. There's really not much mystery to it. 
 
    “Satisfied?”  
 
    Galeno’s lips relax into a smirk. “We’ll discuss that later.”  
 
    “And now? I’m going to go stir-crazy without something to do.”  
 
    Galeno pauses, but Lucero shakes his head and continues toward the door. “I’ll be outside while you two sort yourselves out.”  
 
    “You don’t even know where I’m going or what we’re about to do,” Galeno says. 
 
    “Can’t be worse than anything else I’ve ever done.”  
 
    He paces toward me. “Are you sure?”  
 
    “You said you wanted me, but I’m not just going to sit around here and…” I close my eyes. “If you want a bed warmer you picked up the wrong girl.”  
 
    “I realize that, but you need to—” 
 
    “Rest until my back heals,” I say in a mocking tone. “I don’t do that. I’m going to lose my damn mind if I have to stay here.” 
 
    His eyes rake over me from head to toe. “And what do you intend on wearing? My shoes again?” There’s a humor in his tone, but I’m more concerned with the fact that he’s considering it.  
 
    I bite my bottom lip to keep whatever’s bubbling inside from spilling over. Am I giddy? “I could make them work.”  
 
    Galeno scoffs. “Elena is always leaving something here.” He leads me to a closet tucked under the stairs and flicks on the light. Among the boxes and winter coats, my eyes fall on a red leather jacket. I reach for it, running my fingers over the smooth material.  
 
    “Try it on,” Galeno says. “Then find a pair of shoes and meet us out front.”  
 
    Part of me wonders if he’s planning on distracting me then running off while I’m in the closet. But, why didn’t he lock me up somewhere if he wanted me out of his hair? 
 
    “Elena must spend a lot of time here,” I call after him.  
 
    Galeno makes a sound in his throat. “Guess she likes what there is to see in Toronto.”  
 
    There’s something odd about the way he says it. I pick up a pair of calf-high boots with a three inch stiletto heel. “In hooker boots apparently.”  
 
    Galeno’s shoes squeak as he makes an about face in the center of the room. “Elena is my little sister.”  
 
    The boots slip from my hands and thud against the floor. 
 
    “Who did you think she was?” He saunters back and puts his shoulder to the door frame. 
 
    “Girlfriend… Wife…” I shrug. I had come up with a few other options but now that I know we’re discussing his sister, I don’t dare voice any of them.   
 
    “Wife?” his laugh almost swallows the word.  
 
    “You don’t want her around?”  
 
    He cocks his head, the humor that had lit up his eyes moments ago vanished. “Why would you say that?”  
 
    “I heard you on the phone—or did you only want to keep her away from me?”  
 
    “That was part of it, yes.” He pushes a pair of shoes toward me with his foot.  
 
    “And the other part?” I sit on the floor and slip my foot into the boot, wiggling my toes inside. It feels strange without socks, but it’s a perfect fit.  
 
    “Elena had to have those, and endlessly complained that they were two sizes too big.” Galeno reaches his hand down to me and I take it, so he pulls me to my feet.  
 
    The jacket is more snug, but I can work with it. I pull out my hair and flip it down my back.  
 
    “How’s your back?” he asks.  
 
    “Numb, but I’m trying not to think about it.”  
 
    “That’s what concerns me.”  
 
    He is concerned and it makes my insides tingle. This is crazy. A dream. Hallucination. “What’s the other reason you didn’t want your sister around?”  
 
    “Changing the subject won’t work.”  
 
    “You started it with the shoes,” I shoot back. “You like avoiding questions, too.”  
 
    He tugs at the edges of my jacket with both hands, just enough to move me a step closer. “She has a thing for Lucero.”  
 
    “And you don’t like that?”  
 
    “Would you want your sister dating someone who would take a bullet for you? Whose job is to be prepared to do that on any given day?”  
 
    One of those shards of memories I’d been trying to restrain earlier breaks away, slides down my throat and lodges in my chest. “No. But is it really up to you to decide that for them?”  
 
    Galeno’s head drops forward slightly. “No. But things are too dangerous right now—more than I thought a week ago apparently.” He takes a breath. “Now, if you’re still determined to tag along, you will follow Lucero’s lead and don’t do anything to strain you back. And don’t blame me if you get bored. Agreed?”  
 
    Bored? What could be more boring than staring at a ceiling for hours on end? “Agreed.”  
 
    Lucero curses in Spanish when we step outside.  
 
    “She will follow your lead, and stay out of trouble,” Galeno assures him. He glares at me with his last words. I don’t remember agreeing to that exactly. I have no intention of trouble, but it does seem to find me.  
 
    “I knew I’d get stuck babysitting either way.” Lucero climbs into the driver’s seat and I join Galeno in the back.  
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    We pull up at what looks like a cross between a casino and country club, and the number of six-figure cars in the parking lot says this is where all the big players hang out.  
 
    We leave the SUV with the valet and just before Galeno leads us to the door, he pulls me aside. “Remember, he’s your boss.” He points his thumb in Lucero’s direction.  
 
    Lucero’s face remains deadpan. He’s already full in work mode, watching the front door, scanning the parking lot, and probably memorizing every license plate.  
 
    Inside, we pass through the lobby and take a left down a hallway past a security guard who seems to know Galeno. He barely glances in Galeno’s direction, nodding as he passes, but when it comes my turn to pass, his eyes lock on me until I’m out of sight. Twenty feet down, the hallway branches off, and we take a left, then Galeno opens the next door.  
 
    Four men, each holding a hand of cards, circle a large poker table in the center of the smoke-filled room. The smell of warm wood and expensive cigars envelopes us, and burns my eyes. 
 
    “Aguilar,” a scrawny blond with half of his head shaved nods in Galeno’s direction. “Syroni and Clive are inside. Still waiting on Ayman.” He throws a stack of poker chips into the center of the table.  
 
    Galeno glances back at me one more time—one final reminder to mind my “babysitter”—before crossing the room and disappearing through the next door. Lucero stays put, so I do the same.  
 
    With Galeno gone, the men at the table seem to relax. “Pull up a chair, Luc,” one says, and then they all look in my direction. “Who’s the new blood?”  
 
    “Sera,” Lucero says.  
 
    “You play poker, Sera?”  
 
    Why does it have to be poker? I inwardly groan, and try to save face by saying, “I don’t have any money.” 
 
    “Doesn’t your boss pay?” He laughs, nudging Lucero.  
 
    Lucero pulls out the chair next to him. “I’ll spot you.”  
 
    I swallow, feeling the bullet sized sweat beads crawling down my back. Poker. If I’d have known there’d be poker, I would have gladly stayed at home.  
 
    “Andy,” Lucero points to the man who’s been doing all the talking, and then he continues around the table. “Cage, Casper, Simba.”  
 
    “Simba?” I repeat, trying desperately not to snort. I’ve never watched a children’s movie in my life—another waste of time—but even I know that name 
 
    “Don’t,” the man sitting to Lucero’s left says. His eyes hold a staunch warning, probably because he’s been questioned on the name a hundred times, but there’s also a hint of humor in the curve of his lips as he lifts his cigar and takes a long puff. His skin is a rich brown, almost as dark as his hair, but I can’t catch much of his accent with that single word.  
 
    I watch as they finish the current hand. The man across from me, Cage, is broad-shouldered and built like an athlete. His head is clean shaven, accentuating the sharp bone structure of his face. He doesn’t speak, just throws in his chips and cracks his neck.  
 
    Casper, like Andy, has blond hair, but it’s cut short and stick straight up on top.  
 
    After a round of betting, they all lay down their cards and Andy takes the pot.  
 
    “You know how to play?” Lucero asks, sliding a stack of chips across the table toward me.  
 
    “Yeah.” Unfortunately, I know too well.  
 
    We all ante up and while Cage silently shuffles and deals the cards, two more men enter the room. Andy gives them basically the same spiel he gave to Galeno, one breaks off and heads into the back room, while the other flips around a chair and straddles the back, watching Cage deal.  
 
    I pick up my cards. Two Queens. But I can barely concentrate over the roar of blood filling my ears and the heat trickling down my chest and back. I already have a headache.  
 
    I lay down three cards, and Cage deals me three more off the top of the stack. Ace of Spades. Seven of Hearts. Ten of Diamonds. I’m still at two of a kind, but I throw in my chips, keeping my eyes on the cards.  
 
    Chips clink together as, in turn, everyone tosses in their bid. Andy sits back in his chair, Cage folds, Casper scratches the back of his neck, Simba’s left eye narrows. I wonder if they’re all aware of their tells. Are they aware I can read them?  
 
    I don’t want to look at Lucero.  
 
    Hell, I don’t want to look at any of them, but like muscle memory, my brain kicks into overdrive, cataloging every detail.  
 
    I raise, in part hoping that if I lose all of my—or Lucero’s—money, I’ll be off the hook. Andy calls. Casper folds. Simba stares in my direction, eyes narrowed, before deciding to call as well and Lucero does the same.  
 
    Finally, Andy lays down three fours and Simba throws his cards to the center, indicating he lost. But then Lucero lays down a straight, and I toss my cards into the center pile as well.  
 
    At least all of Lucero’s money I lost went to him, but I can’t help feeling that nagging sickness at the pit of my stomach. I could use some air, but I also can’t say that right now. I also can’t walk out. So I sit at the table and go through the motions.  
 
    The new guy, who Lucero introduces as Harsh, joins the next hand. At first I only pay enough attention to not lose Lucero’s money, but subconsciously I take in every detail, and as the afternoon passes, I find my pile of chips growing.  
 
    If I don’t lose a hand soon, I have a feeling someone’s going to pull a gun. But they continue chattering away, dealing the round after round until most of them are out of chips.  
 
    The door to my right opens and Galeno is the first to exit. His eyes go straight to the stacks of chips in front of me, then to Lucero. One of his arms rests across his chest, supporting his elbow and the hand which rakes across his beard.  
 
    I lay down my cards, thankful for the reprieve, and shove the chips in front of Lucero, hoping he’ll just take care of it and call us even.  
 
    “I think your new employee is a card shark,” Simba says.  
 
    I can’t even smile. For some reason, all I want to do is run straight to Galeno.  
 
    After Lucero settles the poker business, we follow Galeno back out front and wait for the SUV. Once we’re inside, Lucero hands a wad of bills over the seat, but I refuse to touch them, and push his arm forward. “It’s interest on your loan.”  
 
    Galeno however, grabs the wad and counts it. “You took them for seven hundred and sixty dollars?”  
 
    I sink lower into the seat.  
 
    “Minus the two I lent her,” Lucero says. 
 
    I hadn’t even paid attention to how much the chips were worth.  
 
    “I guess you can buy your own shoes, then,” Galeno says, but I’m the only one who doesn’t get a laugh out of it.  
 
    I clench my teeth and stare out the side window, hoping we can just move on, but Lucero braces his arm against the passenger seat and twists around.  
 
    “It’s pocket change to them,” he tells me as if that’s what the problem is.  
 
    Okay, so partly it is, but his assurances don’t remedy my sweaty palms or the prickle worsening between my eyes. 
 
    “Where’d you learn to play poker like that?” Lucero asks.  
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” I mumble.  
 
    Galeno’s hand creeps over and touches my leg, but I jerk away. The touch I’d yearned for only a short while ago now threatened to push me over the edge.  
 
    “I still have another meeting,” he says.  
 
    “Tell me it doesn’t involve gambling.”  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    Our next stop is a warehouse near a shipping yard. Lucero parks along the curb near the entrance. “Are you sure you’re up for this?” he asks me.  
 
    “Yeah,” I tug my coat closed. “I’m good.”  
 
    “This won’t take long,” he says.  
 
    A man in a garish white suit steps out of the front of the warehouse and greets Galeno. Then, he glances over to Lucero and me. “Increasing your security detail, should I be worried?”  
 
    Galeno doesn’t answer, but that’s nothing surprising. We follow the man inside, up an iron staircase to a lone door. As we enter the room, I fall to the back of the line. Lucero and I stop just inside the door, while Galeno and the other man continue to the other side of the office.  
 
    In here, Galeno’s body changes. The man offers him a chair, but Galeno brushes aside everything on one corner of the desk and takes a seat there. His elbow rests on his knee as he opens his coat, pulls out a cigar and lights it.  
 
    The other man grumbles something I can’t hear. He doesn’t seem too appreciative of the intrusion.  
 
    “I told Hector he must’ve been mistaken about your last report…”  
 
    The late afternoon sun shines through the blinds illuminating a large statue in the corner of the room. When I let my eyes wander toward it, I make out a large, four foot tall, carved owl.  
 
    I ball my hands at my sides as another memory slices its way out.  
 
    I remember standing in a room similar to this, my father standing next to me, holding my hand. Not my hand, my wrist, his fingers digging in. 
 
    My toes curl inside the boots as I try to hold myself together.  
 
    Galeno slams his hand on the desk and the memories explode.  
 
    Don’t fuck up, I tell myself.  
 
    Lucero holds his place, so I do the same.  
 
    The man sighs and drops into his chair. He fears Galeno even if he didn’t like being bossed around by him.  
 
    Lucero tenses for a beat when Galeno turns his back to the man and stalks back toward us. Galeno straightens his jacket as Lucero opens the door, stepping out first, then Galeno and I follow. Galeno takes the lead again, descending the stairs at a pace that makes me even more thankful for the shot, and out the front.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    Lucero stops the SUV at the next intersection and glares up at the rearview mirror. “What was that?” 
 
    “What?” Both Galeno and I say at the same time.  
 
    Lucero’s neck twists and Galeno follows his gaze to me. “What’d I miss.”  
 
    “Something was up in Tristan’s office.”  
 
    I hoped he hadn’t noticed. I rub my palms against the knees of my jeans. “It just reminded me of somewhere my father took me,” I say quickly.  
 
    “For what?” Galeno asks. 
 
    “I don’t remember that much. Just a feeling. Uneasy. This weird tension. I don’t know.”  
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    As soon as we got back to Galeno’s house, I retreated to my room. I told him I was tired and that my back was sore, but now, I’ve been staring up at the ceiling for over an hour.   
 
    I’ve always moved on from one life to the next, just like switching out disks on a DVD player. One act to the next. As if nothing before existed. But now, I’m stuck at the center of the intersection of all those lives in some kind of cosmic implosion. It’s not just in my mind. I’ve hit the end of my leash and the universe won’t let me run any farther.  
 
    And Galeno.  
 
    Why am I so lost in him? 
 
    He makes it hard to think. No. He makes it hard to forget. No one has ever affected me like him. Turned me inside out.  
 
    Do I betray Jorge? The man who already betrayed me by setting me up. And for what? One last payment on my head? Because he was too much of a chickenshit to deal with me himself if he wanted rid of me? 
 
    I roll to my side, but Galeno’s scent is all over the bed and does little to ease my mind.  
 
    He’s been in his office all evening. Last I heard, he was on a call with one of the Decena brothers. I wonder how they’re taking my presence here. 
 
    I rub my hand over my bicep as a chill rattles me. I’m not cold, but the shaking won’t stop.  
 
    I close my eyes. Count my breaths. But nothing helps. 
 
    The door opens and I’m sure it’s Galeno, but I don’t move until his hand touches my hip. “Don’t,” I hiss, pushing him back.  
 
    “Sera, it’s just me,” he says softly.  
 
    “I know,” I snap. “I don’t feel like being touched.”  
 
    “Does it have to do with that office?”  
 
    “You said you weren’t going to push me.”  
 
    “I said I wasn’t going to push you right then, not that it would never happen.”  
 
    “Fuck off, Aguilar.” I hope to push him away by using the name everyone else seemed to use. “Let me sleep.”  
 
    Instead, he sits on the edge of the bed. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    I shake my head, covering it with my hands, then I roll off the other side of the bed and to my feet, heading straight for the door. I need distance from Galeno and fresh air.  
 
    The cold hits my toes first. The pavement feels frozen under my bare feet, but I keep running until a hand grabs my shoulder and knocks me sideways into the bushes. I regain my balance, swing my fist as I turn toward him. I don’t expect the impact, but I hit Galeno straight in the jaw. A drop of blood forms on his lip as he straightens.  
 
    “Are you done?” he barks.  
 
    Back down before you make the beating worse.  
 
    But I don’t. I can’t. Everything inside of me is exploding and I don’t know another way to stop it.  
 
    “No,” I scream, shoving him backward with both hands.  
 
    I go to swing again, but he’s expecting it now and evades me. Over and over, he ducks or knocks my attacks off center. But he never fights back.  
 
    He’s saving it all for the finish.  
 
    I drop to my knees, thankful we’d moved from the pavement to the grass. My hands hit the ground next as I drag in one ragged breath after another.   
 
    How quickly I’ve fallen out of shape.  
 
    I dig my fingers into the grass and yank at it. “Just hit me already!”  
 
    “Is that what you want?” Galeno crouches next to me. I could take the very open opportunity to punch him in the balls. Maybe then he’d retaliate. “I haven’t gone through all of this trouble trying to get you healed up—which you seem insistent on fucking up at every opportunity—just to bust you up again myself.”  
 
    He gives me another minute, then hooks a finger under my chin, lifting my head. “You feel better?”  
 
    “No,” I grunt. “That was entirely unsatisfying.”  
 
    “If satisfaction is what you wanted, you could have just asked. You had no problem with it last night.”  
 
    His words stir within me. Desire and disgust simultaneously tear at my core. I sit back on my knees. The cold damp of the ground seeps through my skin and my muscles begin to quake. 
 
    “Did you hurt yourself?” he asks.  
 
    “No,” I mumble. 
 
    “Were you trying to?” His tone is more pressing this time. 
 
    “Not really…”  
 
    Galeno makes a sound in his throat that tightens my gut.  
 
    “Come on, then.” Galeno holds out his hand.  
 
    He doesn’t just haul me into the house.  
 
    He doesn’t jerk me to my feet and order me to bend to his will.  
 
    Part of me wonders if this would all be easier if he would do just that. But no, the betrayal is on me. He isn’t forcing me to do anything. He didn’t threaten me so I would turn against Jorge. It doesn’t matter that Jorge betrayed me first. I’m still guilty. I was conditioned to be stronger than this. To do my job. To return to Jorge.  
 
    “I don’t need your help,” I say.  
 
    His hand drops and I wonder if I’ve finally pushed him too far. Asked too many questions. 
 
    And part of me hopes so. I want an end to the façade. If Jorge could betray me, it’s only a matter of time… 
 
    But, Galeno lifts me to my feet.  
 
    Higher.  
 
    Until my legs are wrapped around his waist. “I don’t expect you to need me.” His lip is swollen where I punched him, and I imagine that somewhere under that beard, his jaw is in a similar condition. But he holds me gently, one hand on my back, one on my ass, holding me to him. “Deep down, I know you’re too strong for that. But do you really know how strong you are? I told you, I want you Serafina. Your determination. Your attitude. Your crass. Everything I can’t have…”  
 
    I frown.  
 
    “Unless this is what you choose.”  
 
    He kisses down my neck, then rests his face against me, his beard tickling and prickling my skin, but I feel the sensations much deeper. Down my spine. Between my legs. As much as I push him away, my body is determined to remind me I do want him.  
 
    “What do you say we get warmed up in the Jacuzzi before we both get frostbite. Maybe it’ll help you relax.”  
 
    “It isn’t that cold.” And I don’t feel like relaxing. If I do, I don’t know what’s going to bubble to the surface next.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    I stand in the doorway, arms crossed over my chest while Galeno fills the tub and strips off his shirt. 
 
    “So, how many people fit in this Jacuzzi of yours?” I’m still determined to keep up the wall, and make sure he stays on the other side of it.  
 
    “More than three and it gets a bit snug.”  
 
    My stomach sours. And I stare out toward the bedroom instead of at the man lowering his pants next to me. I rake my tongue over my teeth and silently seethe.  
 
    His hand brushes against my arm and he whispers the name he’s given me. How is it different from any of the names Jorge gave me?  
 
    “If you didn’t want to know, why did you ask?”  
 
    Part of me wants to pull away from him. Most of me. But the most I can muster is leaning back against the frame of the archway. “Because I want a reason not to fall for you. I want a reason not to climb in that damn tub.”  
 
    “Did it work?” He whispers in my ear, clearly knowing that it didn’t. 
 
    “If I get in that tub, you’re going to try to get me to talk, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Do you want me to lie?”  
 
    I look up into his eyes. “Yes.”  
 
    “Then, no.” His fingers tug gently at the knots in my hair. He turns my body to face his and presses his naked form against me. “I won’t ask you a single question.” 
 
    “You’d make a shit spy.” I almost spit the words, but like everything else, it doesn’t deter him.  
 
    He loosens my arms and drapes them over his shoulders to move closer, his cock pressing against my lower stomach. “I’ll mark that off my life goals list then.” 
 
    His hands move down my sides, then to the front of my jeans, unfastening them and pushing them down over my hips. Crouching in front of me, he kisses each of my hip bones as he frees my legs from the material. For a split second, I remember Serge and I whimper, sinking to my knees before I can stop it.  
 
    Galeno cradles me, holding me to his chest. “You need to let it go before it rips you apart.”  
 
    I shake my head. I can’t. Secrets are best left buried and what I really need to do is put them back where they belong. “No, you’re doing this. You’re ripping me apart.”  
 
    “If you believe that, leave.”  
 
    When his touch vanishes, my body goes numb. Not the numb I’m used to or even the numb I want. It’s not the fear of having nowhere to go that holds me back.  
 
    I use the wall to push myself up, but Galeno remains crouched near the floor.  
 
    It’s the fear of losing him that cripples me. I can walk out, walk away, and lose it outside, or I can strip off my shirt, climb in that Jacuzzi and give him even more power over me.  
 
    I close my eyes, and all I see his his face. I feel the touch of his lips on my skin. Taste his tongue in my mouth. “I’m going to cut off your balls if you betray me,” I warn.  
 
    Galeno chuckles, straightening before me. “Fair enough.”  
 
    I would’ve never dreamed of threating Jorge like that, and with him, he laughs.  
 
    When my shirt joins the clothes scattered across the floor, Galeno leads me to the Jacuzzi and holds my hand as I step over the porcelain wall. He hits the button on the wall, activating the jets as he climbs in and settles next to me.  
 
    “What do you want to know?” I ask. With the jumbled mess in my head, I need a direction, something to hone in on.  
 
    “What’s your native language?” 
 
    I roll my head back, sink into the water and let go. “I've spoken at least four languages as long as I can remember. My father was born in Quebec, where his mother grew up, but his father was from Cuba. My mother was part Persian, mixed with whatever her absent father gave her. English, Spanish, French, Persian, I don't know which is native. 
 
    Galeno turns slightly, laying his arm across the edge of the tub under my head and pulling my right leg up over his knees. 
 
    “My father used to declare a language for a day, if you wanted to communicate it had to be in whatever language he chose or…” My chest aches. I can’t swallow. Can’t breathe. My instinct is to shut my body down rather than talk.  
 
    Galeno reaches across me and takes my left hand, uncurling each of my fingers until our hands are palm to palm and my fingers lace through his.  
 
    “He’d beat us or take us into his office where he had this bamboo mat and make us kneel on it and read or recite until it cut into our knees.”  
 
    “You had a sibling?”  
 
    I suspect he’s known this for a while—he’s at the very least suspected it since last night. But she’s the one secret I swore would never escape. The only way I could protect her was to keep her memory locked away, so no one could ever use her against me. Or me against her. I squeeze his hand until I feel I might break it. “A sister. We were twins.”  
 
    “What happened to her?” 
 
    “After Jorge took me away, he forbade me from talking about her. He said I would put her in danger if anyone found out what I’d done. I just wanted her to be safe.” My words come out in a rush. “It was all for her. I couldn’t watch him hit her again.”  
 
    Galeno’s thumb circles against my hand near the scar where the tracker used to be.  
 
    “For Father it wasn't good enough to throw someone into the deep end of a pool to learn to swim, he was the kind to throw someone into the rapids. ‘You learn faster and better when your life depends on it’ and that applied to everything.  
 
    “We were homeschooled, but all we learned about were cultures, etiquette, and politics. When I was six, he hired a Russian tutor. At eight, a German one. All in addition to constant studying, improv classes, self-defense, gunmanship, dance, and twice a month we had to join him and his friends for poker.” 
 
    Galeno exhales and presses his forehead against my temple.  
 
    “He gave us a hundred dollars to start with, and for every ten we were under five hundred by the end of the night, we got a stripe from the belt. He wanted us to learn to read people, how to bluff, and we won a lot—not up to his standards—especially since we had to compete against each other as well.” 
 
    I sink deeper into the water so my head rests against his shoulder. “One night, my sister lost everything. Fifty strikes. I couldn't… So I ran to his room, got his gun, and I shot him.”  
 
    “Your father, it sounds like…” His words are uncharacteristically broken and unsure. 
 
    “He was training us to be spies. Jorge was there within an hour of the shooting. He said he'd take care of everything and keep me safe. I guess safe meant locked in a closet with no human contact. But I thought it was my fault anyway. Dark room at his house versus prison or dead—which at ten years old were the only options I ever considered.”  
 
    I flatten my hand on the surface of the water, letting the bubbles from the jets collect between my fingers. My skin tingles as each one bursts, making room for the next. “I asked about my sister every time he came to see me, and it pissed him off. He’d leave me alone in that room even longer, so I learned quickly to stop. To do whatever he said, hoping that he would just let me out. When he finally did, he said I'd have to start earning my keep if I wanted to stay and that meant training until he thought I was ready. One night he set me up with a halcone who had a thing for young girls. He sent me in with a hat pin hidden in my dress and told me I'd better make sure the man was dead or he'd turn me out. I did. I ran it right through his heart. Then I ran. Jorge's driver picked me up and Jorge cleaned me off and gave me my first reward—a soft bed and a room with a window.” 
 
    I fist my hand and let it sink to the bottom of the tub. The buzzing tension in my chest has begun to fade, and I let out a long breath. Galeno was right, holding it all in hurt more, but I’m still uncertain where all of this leaves me, and the sudden drain leaves a dizzying fog in its wake.  
 
    Galeno gathers me against him, my legs fully covering his lap, and slides my damp hair off my shoulder. “What’s your sister’s name?”  
 
    “Luna,” I whisper, feeling in my gut what’s coming next.  
 
    “And your name?”  
 
    There it is. My mouth falls open, but no sound comes out. I feel like speaking that forbidden name will release something I can’t put back. But, what’s left? What’s one more secret? “Rune.”  
 
    My heart suddenly pounds harder in my chest. I sit up, moving to my knees in front of Galeno. “Is that what you’re going to call me now?”  
 
    “What do you want me to call you?”  
 
    “Sera,” I say, not taking any time to debate it. 
 
    Galeno smirks. I had expected he would, but not the warm feeling it creates in my stomach. He draws one leg up, then stretches it out on the opposite side of me, so I’m kneeling between his legs.  
 
    “And if I stay”—I try not to get distracted by my full view of his dick beneath the roiling water—“you’ll help me find Jorge? You’ll let me kill him?”  
 
    His eyes darken, but his smirk slowly grows into a smile. “Yes.”  
 
    “And you’ll help me find my sister?”  
 
    He reaches up, swiping a tear from under my eye with his thumb, even though his touch leaves my cheek wetter than the tear. “Of course.” He grabs my hand and pulls me closer. “Now, let me hold you for a while.”  
 
    I settle against him, between his legs. I can’t feel the jets here, but his touch is better than anything a Jacuzzi can offer.  
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    Galeno rolls out of bed without a word early the next morning. I wait for a bit, thinking he went downstairs for coffee or something, but when he doesn’t return, I get curious. As soon as I open the door, I hear voices coming from downstairs, speaking rapidly in Spanish. One I don’t recognize mentions something about a message. 
 
    “Juegalo,” Galeno orders. Play it. 
 
    Then, I hear another familiar voice. “You have something that belongs to me and I want her back.” 
 
    I sink down the wall, clutching my knees. Jorge knows where I am.  
 
    Then, I hear a woman scream. “Unless Agular wants me to keep his sister in exchange…”  
 
    Jorge has Galeno’s sister. My chest pulses with a sickening beat as if my veins are full of tar and my heart can’t keep up.  
 
    He must be out of his mind. Fucking with Los Zetas to get me back. He never fucked with them before. Why now?  
 
    I climb to my feet and run down the stairs. As soon as they see me, the other man presses a button on his phone and the message goes silent. 
 
    “Do you have any idea where he is?” I ask.  
 
    He glares at me for a moment before answering. “No, we’re working on tracing him—” 
 
    “Don’t bother.” I step off the bottom stair. “He knows a million ways around that.”  
 
    The new man looks vaguely familiar. His blue eyes narrow on me. “And I suppose you can’t tell us anything either.”  
 
    I grab a hold of the post at the end of the railing. He’s a Decena. I can’t place which one as I’ve never met any of them, but I have seen him on one of Jorge’s dossiers. “I’ve been here, why would I know where he is?” 
 
    “You talked to him,” he says, taking a step closer.  
 
    I look to Galeno. “On the phone. For two minutes. He didn’t tell me anything. I know a few places he likes to visit, but I doubt he’d be keeping her at any of them. What does the rest of the message say?” 
 
    “He gave us a way to contact him through the dark web and set up your delivery,” his voice is morose, but he still stares at me like he believes I know something more.  
 
    “Then, do it,” I say.  
 
    Decena huffs. “So you can tell him all you know?”  
 
    “Like what? That Galeno has a sparrow tattoo? Or he keeps a tracker in the key fob to his car? Because that’s all I know.” I throw up my hands. “If he sent me here to spy on Los Zetas he wouldn’t pull out after less than two weeks, and he sure as hell wouldn’t be making a spectacle over it.”  
 
    Decena’s nostrils flare as he stares down at me, and I’m pretty sure one more word from me will cause the vein in his temple to burst. “You want us to believe that we’ll hand you over to the man you’ve served for the last decade and he’ll just hand Elena over?”  
 
    No, not even I believe it’ll be that easy. “I’ll make sure he does.”  
 
    “So, we should just trust you? Trust that you running off two days ago and calling him has nothing to do with his demands? Isn’t this what you do, zorra?”  
 
    “Don’t—” I choke on the word and stumble back until I hit the bottom stair. My gut churns, and I shake my head. “I—I—”  
 
    I don’t know anymore.  
 
    “Sera,” Galeno says, and I drag my gaze up to him.  
 
    Does he doubt me too? 
 
    His lips are tight, jaw pulsing, eyes hard, but not particularly focused on me or Decena and I watch his tongue pressing against the inside of his cheek. “I believe her.”  
 
    Decena grunts, spinning on his heel and walking toward the center of the room. “You’re thinking with your cock.” 
 
    Galeno rubs his hand over his beard and gives his boss a look that would’ve made Jorge beat me senseless.  
 
    “You better hold your tongue,” Decena mumbles, then he turns to me, his shoulders falling slightly. “Where would he take her?”  
 
    I shrug and shake my head. “I can give you a dozen or so places where I know he likes to hang out, but none are exactly suitable for this. He and I didn’t travel together.” I rub my forehead, trying to press out the knots forming there. “For the last five years we’ve barely been on the same continent.”  
 
    “He kept tabs on you from halfway around the world and can’t find you now?”  
 
    “He tracked everything.” I hold up my hand, displaying the angry, red scar next to the base of my thumb. “Until Serge cut it out. I know you have no reason to trust me, but if you don’t, he’ll kill her… after doing far worse than that.”  
 
    Galeno takes a step back, turns, and punches the wall behind him. “If we hand you over, you know what he’ll do.”  
 
    “I know what he’s doing right now,” my voice quivers. “I can handle it. Can your sister?”  
 
    “We can find another—”  
 
    “This is Jorge,” I shout, torn between the urge to run to him and protect myself by staying away. “There won’t be another way.”  
 
    “And what’s to stop him from killing you?” He charges in my direction so fast I almost lose my balance.  
 
    “He’ll make me pay, but he’ll keep me alive as long as there’s a possibility I’ll benefit him. He’s not going to shoot me on sight. I can buy time.” I hope. I really don’t know, but I’m not about to sit around when he has someone else’s sister. I know first-hand what he could be doing right now.  
 
    “Los Zetas will not be blackmailed by some lobo,” Decena says.  
 
    “I wouldn’t expect you to, but I assume double crossing him isn’t off the table. When he’s dead he won’t exactly be bragging.”  
 
    “And how are you going to pull that off?” Galeno asks.  
 
    “I figured out how to kill a halcone when I was fourteen, I can figure out how to kill Jorge.”  
 
    “But you haven’t yet,” Decena says.  
 
    I draw my bottom lip between my teeth. “I didn’t think I had a choice. Where would I have gone? By the time I even began to question Jorge, I’d made far too many enemies.” 
 
    My back straightens, and I look to Galeno. What if I don’t have anywhere to go after this either? 
 
    Galeno rolls his neck and looks up toward the ceiling. “This is a terrible idea.”  
 
    “Yeah, but so is sitting here debating it when he could be hurting your sister. Contact him and set it up. Then figure out a way to track where he sends me. When your sister’s safe, find me and if Jorge isn’t dead yet, finish him.”  
 
    “That’s a fast turn around,” Decena says.   
 
    I see my hair waver with my shaking body out of the corner of my eye. “Not really. I always was the defiant one. He’s beaten me enough times to make that clear.”  
 
    “How are we supposed to track you?” Galeno asks. “Tracking a car is much simpler than a person and surely he’ll suspect that one of us is up to something.”  
 
    “Suspicious isn’t the word for him.” I walk to the corner of the room, needing space from the men watching me. I rub the back of my neck and stretch out my shoulders as I think. “He’ll send Miguel to bring me back. What if I can get the tracker on him before he can search me?”  
 
    Galeno and Decena exchange glances, and then Decena takes a step toward me. “I want the details on everywhere he hangs out.”  
 
    “Fine, but if he finds out you’re sniffing around them, he’ll know I told you—” 
 
    “He won’t find out. Unless you cross us.”  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    I left Galeno and Decena to work out the logistics an hour ago. Closed in the bedroom, I struggle to find the right headspace to pull this off.  
 
    Just long enough.  
 
    Push ups. Sit ups. Lunges.  
 
    My muscles feel the burn much sooner than usual, but it helps me to focus. I know my back will feel it the most, but I can use the pain too.  
 
    The door opens and Galeno stays in the doorway watching me as I stretch on the floor. “Jorge sent an address. We have two hours.”  
 
    I nod.  
 
    “So, that’s it then?” he asks.  
 
    “Only if you don’t plan on coming to get me.”  
 
    Galeno pulls me off the floor and leads me to the bed where he lifts me up to straddle his lap. “I’ll come for you,” he growls. “You better be in one piece.”  
 
    I grab a handful of his hair, pulling him closer and laying my cheek on his shoulder. He moves my hair back, exposing my neck, and goes to kiss me, but I recoil. “I can’t do this.” 
 
    “We’ll find another way.”  
 
    “No.” I slide off the bed. “This.” I wave at him. “I have to focus.”  
 
    “Sera.”  
 
    His voice, that name, the combination rattles me to my core. “Not helping.”  
 
    “I have one thing to say, and I’ll leave you to it.”  
 
    I turn back and glower at him. “If you’re going to tell me not to fuck up, save it.”  
 
    “Thank you,” he says.  
 
    I’m surprised my neck doesn’t snap when I look up at him. These feelings are going to get me killed. Especially if I let Jorge see them.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    Lucero, Galeno, and a crowd of people I don’t know are gathered when I descend the stairs. Decena is nowhere to be seen, so I figure he’s already off making arrangements.  
 
    The plan is set.  
 
    Lucero will make the drop. I’ll get the tracker on Miguel. Decena will arrange for backup wherever I end up. And Galeno, Lucero, and this gang will follow. Hopefully.  
 
    Now, no one speaks. They all just stare at me until I feel like the prisoner being led to the gallows.  
 
    Lucero walks me to the SUV and Galeno stays close while still giving me the distance he knows I need.  
 
    But as soon as I’m in the car, my muscles become twitchy and my skin feels like it’s on fire.  
 
    “Ready?” Lucero asks.  
 
    I start to nod, but my hand goes straight for the door handle and I jump out, running straight to Galeno. I yank his head down until his lips crash against mine. My body seals to his while his fingers dig into my hips. I refuse to break away until my lungs ache for air.  
 
    “What happened to focusing?” he asks, his lips barely a millimeter from mine.  
 
    “The whole feeling that I’m being shipped off to my funeral was too much even for me.”  
 
    “We’ll be there as soon as we can.” His lips brush against mine, just enough to tease my senses. A promise of what I can expect when this is over. “I refuse to let you slip away until I’ve tasted the rest of you.”  
 
    I almost laugh. “That’s exactly the mental image I need right now.”  
 
    His hand caresses my jaw while his thumb traces my lips. “How about this then, anything he does to you, I will repay tenfold.”  
 
    “Not if I get him first.”  
 
    Who would have thought the best flirting would involve threats of torture and death? 
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    The meeting point is almost forty minutes away, and from what we could tell, it’s an empty field. 
 
    I lay across the back seat, cutting myself off from everything else, particularly Galeno which I find impossible. My stomach churns with every bump in the road at the thought of seeing Jorge again. There’s no telling what he’s going to do. What he knows. Whether or not he’s going to believe me, not matter how rehearsed I am.   
 
    “We’re here,” Lucero says.   
 
    The SUV rocks me when it stops in what sounds to be gravel. I’m tempted to sit up and look around, but I’m the prisoner. Prisoners don’t do that.   
 
    I take a deep breath and blow it out through pursed lips to fight down the nausea again. Too much. Too much has happened in the last two weeks to even begin to pretend that I’m the same Poco Cierva.   
 
    I wait until Lucero comes around the car, opens the door and yanks me to my feet. His jaw is clenched, and he squeezes my arm hard enough to leave a bruise even though everything in my eyes tells me he doesn’t like doing it.   
 
    We stand in a dark field lit only by the full moon and headlights. Over Lucero’s shoulder, I see another SUV waiting with Miguel standing next to the back door. His arms are straight, hands clasped in front of him, but I try not to look too much.   
 
    I have to keep my movements small. Lifeless. Dead eyes. Closed mouth.   
 
    Lucero grabs me by the elbow and pulls me to stand between the two SUVs. “Where's Elena?”   
 
    “She’ll be delivered in due time.”  
 
    “If Jorge wants to fuck with Aguilar and Los Zetas—”  
 
    Miguel rolls his head, like he has no time for Lucero’s threats and takes no stock in them.   
 
    Damn fool.   
 
    “Like you,” Miguel says, “I was sent here to do a job. I was told to pick up Carley and bring her back where she belongs. As soon as that’s done, Jorge will make sure Elena safely returns home as well.”  
 
    He’s using my alias and I hope that means Jorge doesn’t suspect that Galeno knows my true identity.  
 
    “And we should believe you?” Lucero’s growing anger is evident in his increasingly rough hold on my arm, but I told them it’d be like this. It’s the only way we’re going to sell it.  
 
    Miguel takes a step closer to us, eyeing me in particular. “Tell him.”   
 
    I lift my eyes. “Jorge will keep his word.”   
 
    I’ll make sure of it.   
 
    I squeeze the tracker in my palm, then pinch it between two fingers in preparation.   
 
    Lucero jerks me sideways and then shoves me toward Miguel. I trip over my own feet, but most of it is intentional so I land perfectly against Miguel’s chest and I slip the tracker into his coat as he rights me.   
 
    “Now get in your car, and leave,” Miguel barks.   
 
    Some bite for a glorified chauffeur. I keep my head down so my hair falls over my face, but turn just enough to glance back at Lucero. Letting my somber face act as a silent assurance that the tracker is in place.   
 
    The tires of Lucero’s SUV bite against the gravel as he peels away in a shower of rocks and dirt.   
 
    “Strip,” Miguel tells me, crossing his arms. “Jorge isn’t taking any chances. You’re to leave all of your clothing here.”   
 
    I saw that coming, but it’s a shame to leave the boots. Galeno’s sister has good taste, and it’s a pity they’ll go to waste in the middle of nowhere. Then, Miguel shoves me into the back of his SUV.   
 
    I wonder if their plan is to leave me naked until I find the paper bag on the opposite side of the seat.   
 
    “You can get dressed along the way,” he says, climbing into the seat in front of me. He doesn’t even give me time to get settled before gunning the engine and heading back toward the highway.   
 
    Galeno had figured that the drop-off point was twenty minutes from a private airport, and that would be the next stop, but twenty minutes turns into an hour before I realize we’ve doubled back. Miguel is making sure we’re not being followed.   
 
    Finally, we arrive at a tiny airport, barely visible from the main road. I have no idea how the tracker is going to work from here, but all I can do is hope Galeno is still prepared.    
 
    I slip on the pair of flats I'd left on the floor until now and follow Miguel through the airport lobby. It’s a private airport and nearly empty so no one pays us any attention. He shoves another door open and we’re outside again. I expect a plane to be waiting, but the only thing on the tarmac is blue sedan.   
 
    Shit.   
 
    On the bright side, we’ll be remarkably easy to track down. But the amount of effort put into this charade is giving me heartburn.  
 
    I don’t react however, climbing into the back seat of our new car, and expecting a similar runaround. I lean my forehead against the glass and zone out even the scenery as we drive. I’m exhausted. My body aches—which is mostly my fault. And the adrenaline of the initial meeting is fading fast.  
 
    Then, the car comes to an abrupt stop, throwing me forward, and I look up.   
 
    No. Fucking. Way.   
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    This was the last place I ever expected to see again.   
 
    Hell, I didn’t expect it to even exist anymore.   
 
    Miguel climbs out of the car, walks around, and opens my door. “Welcome home.”   
 
    “Very funny,” I snap, but he isn’t kidding. He takes my arm and pulls me to the front door of the suburban house. The siding has been replaced, under the porch light, it now appears white instead of grey-blue, and most of the stonework around the base has been painted as well.   
 
    But it’s still that house.   
 
    The one I grew up in.   
 
    The one where I murdered my father.   
 
    They should have burned it down.   
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I notice a figure at the corner of the property, mostly obscured by the bushes. The light catches him just right for a split second and I realize he’s one of Jorge’s guards. They’re probably all around, but what the hell can he be planning to do in the middle of suburbia?   
 
    The property around the house is much larger than normal, and tall hedges block it off from most views, but there are five houses in sight—even more within screaming distance.   
 
    But why bring me back here if he isn’t looking to cause a scene?  
 
    The smell of something hot stings my nose when Miguel opens the front door. A fire is lit in the fireplace near where Jorge sits on a sofa with his feet up on the nearby coffee table.  
 
    Then, I notice a hunched figure in the armchair next to him.   
 
    “The prodigal returns,” Jorge says, waving me forward to approach him.  
 
    “What are we doing here?” I ask.   
 
    “I thought you might feel at home here.” He pats the seat next to him. “Why don’t you sit down so we can talk.”   
 
    Miguel holds his position near the door. I close my eyes and take a breath, forcing my legs to carry me across the living room, closer to Jorge and the heat of the fire.   
 
    “Where is Serge?” he asks. He keeps his eyes straight ahead as if studying the flames.  
 
    “I don’t know.”   
 
    His eyes widen and his head cocks mechanically to the side with a tick. “Explain.”   
 
    “He drugged me.” You drugged me. “I woke up in a concrete room. Tied up. He left a hood over my face for the most part. And the next thing I knew, I was being taken somewhere else. I didn’t see Serge again.”   
 
    “And where did they take you?” 
 
    I calculate each breath between speaking, walking a fine line between giving too much information, not enough, and the risk of Jorge seeing through my crafted story. “A house, I think, everything was muddy from the drugs for a while. I couldn’t even tell you how many days passed, but they must’ve assumed I was harmless because they didn’t watch me, and I got away. I made it back to the city and called you, but there was a group of men there who attacked me. Aguilar showed up—because I’d stolen his car—and took me back.”  
 
    “What did you tell Aguilar?”  
 
    “That I couldn’t remember anything.”  
 
    “And he believed you?” His tone never moves. It’s as if he’s reading meaningless words from a sheet of paper, but we both know better. There’s something underlying each question, something he wants to know, but he isn’t going to be direct about it.  
 
    “I’d been drugged. It was the truth.” I try to keep my answers equally simple.  
 
    “And do you remember everything you said while drugged?”   
 
    “No,” I admit quietly.   
 
    Jorge taps his index finger against his chin, then adjusts in his seat and resumes staring into the fire. “And what did Aguilar do with you after?”   
 
    “He gave me food and medicine for my back and promised he’d keep me safe.”   
 
    Jorge’s lips curl up. Not so much like a smile, but a snarl. It’s all the same to him. He leans forward, clasping his hands in front of him, and looks toward the woman in the chair nearby. Her hands are bound, a gag shoved in her mouth, and her eyes are closed. If not for the subtle movements of her chest, I might have feared that he killed her.   
 
    “How about you wake our friend.”   
 
    It was an order, and knowing him as I did, he also didn’t intend for me to be gentle about it.   
 
    I stand, swallow, and march toward Elena’s unconscious body, then raise my arm and backhand her across the face. She groans and her eyes flutter briefly, but no response. I look over my shoulder to Jorge, who motions for me to continue.   
 
    He’s using me to do his dirty work. Get his revenge. That’s nothing new, but I bite my tongue and take another swing.   
 
    Please, for the love of God, wake up. 
 
    I’m terrified he’s going to ask me to beat her to death before it’s over with.   
 
    Where is Galeno?  
 
    We can’t be that far away from his house. He has to be coming.   
 
    Again, Elena groans, her head rolls side to side, then she lifts it. Eyes half-hooded, she looks up at me, then past me to Jorge and her eyes widen further. She screams against the gag in her mouth, but I slap my hand over her mouth and shake my head.   
 
    Please, I mouth, hoping she gets the message.   
 
    Her eyes harden on me, but she doesn’t go to scream again.   
 
    “Are you going to send her back?” I ask.   
 
    “When I’ve made my message clear.”   
 
    “Message?” I can’t resist. “You realize you’re fucking with Los Zetas?”   
 
    He jerks his legs in and springs to his feet.  “A minute ago, I thought you were comfy cozy with them.”  
 
    “You asked me what happened, and I told you. I didn’t even realize Aguilar was Los Zetas until two days ago.”   
 
    “And you were friendly until then?”   
 
    “I did what you trained me to do.”  
 
    His hand twitches as if ready to punch me, but he shoves it in his pocket instead. “I didn’t train you to question me.”   
 
    “Fucking with Los Zetas will get us all killed. You know that.”   
 
    “Fucking. With. Los. Zetas,” he repeats slowly, and I immediately know where he’s going. “Did you?” His eyebrows raise. “Fuck him?”   
 
    “No.” I don’t flinch. The key to a good lie is believing it. For the sake of everyone involved, I didn’t fuck him.   
 
    “What does he know?” Jorge growls.  
 
    “Obviously that I’m important enough to you that you would kidnap his sister to get me back.” I flip the table on him.   
 
    Galeno had better show up soon, because none of this is going to end well.   
 
    “You want me to believe he doesn’t know what you are? Why did he take you from Serge?”   
 
    “I don’t know.” I want to check the exits. Look for signs of movement beyond the windows. But I don’t dare look away from Jorge. He’ll wonder what I’m looking for. “Why did you give me to Serge?”   
 
    The light of the fire catches his eyes, making it look almost as if they’re on fire as well. They may as well be. “Why do I give you to anyone, Poco Cierva?  Because I needed something.”   
 
    Elena shifts in the chair behind me, reminding me she’s there and awake. If he’s discussing this in front of her, he certainly doesn’t expect one of us to get out of here alive.   
 
    “Why is she still here?” I’m pushing it. Too many questions. Too many accusations.  
 
    “I still have a message to deliver,” he says casually, pacing toward the fireplace.   
 
    He kneels there, and I can’t tell what he’s doing, so I angle myself between him and Elena. When he turns, he holds out a knife, the very tip of which is red-hot.   
 
    “If you hurt his sister, Los Zetas will hunt you down to the ends of the world.”   
 
    “You,” he says, leaving it at that.   
 
    I squint. Trying to figure out what the hell he’s talking about, and then it hits me. I said you not us.   
 
    “You want me to believe you’re loyal?” he asks. 
 
    “I always have—”   
 
    “I’m not concerned with always have.” His composure snaps. Wide-eyed, he holds the knife in front of him, pointing it at me. “I’m concerned with now.”   
 
    Sweat collects at the small of my back. I swallow, but the lump in my throat grows. I’m furious that after everything I’ve done for him, he can so calmly stand here and accuse me of not being loyal, and yet, he’s right.   
 
    My feet twitch under me, warning me to run. Is backup going to fail me again?  
 
    Galeno won’t leave his sister. Jorge would. He would leave any one of us. Something ten days ago I would have never thought.   
 
    “Come here, Poco Cierva,” he growls.  
 
    I listen for possible movement outside, but I hear nothing over the crackle of the fire and the roar in my ears as I cross the living room to Jorge.   
 
    “Did you let him ruin you?”   
 
    Pretty sure you did that a long time ago. I get the feeling he’s only asking because he wants to know who to sell me to next time. “No,” I say firmly.    
 
    Jorge makes a tsking sound and grabs me by the back of the neck. “How could you let him break you like this?”   
 
    My body goes rigid without my permission, pulling away from the hot knife in his hand.   
 
    “Don’t worry, Rune”—he hasn’t used my name in almost ten years—“I can still fix you up.”   
 
    He presses the blunt side of the knife against my outer thigh, burning through the fabric, then he flicks his wrist and swipes the razor-sharp edge across my skin.  
 
    A mixture of air and spit sizzles through my teeth.  
 
    Then, something at the door catches his attention and he and Miguel exchange glances and then Miguel hurriedly ducks outside. 
 
    “You led them here?” He yanks me forward so we’re chest to chest.  
 
    “No,” I choke out. “Technically it was Miguel.”  
 
    I use my body weight to shove him back, but he swings the knife at me again, slicing through my forearm.  
 
    I spin, kicking him in the stomach and knocking him into the brick next to the fireplace, and follow with a punch to his throat before he can regain his footing.  
 
    The knife clangs against the floor, and I charge at his middle, throwing my shoulder against his diaphragm, then grabbing his arm and throwing him to the floor.  
 
    I’ve never actually fought Jorge, only taken his punches like the obedient puppet I was to him, but no more. I grab the knife from the floor and press it to his throat. “Where is my sister?”  
 
    “She doesn’t exist,” Jorge chuckles. “Just like you. You are nothing without me. You’re mine.”  
 
    “Pretty sure you forfeited that claim when you sold me.” I plunge the knife into his crotch and twist it. He bucks, roaring in agony, so I slam the butt of the knife against his temple, knocking him unconscious.  
 
    I wish I could let him feel every moment of his body bleeding out, but I can’t risk someone hearing him and calling the cops. I toss the knife into the fireplace and turn to see a crowd of spectators standing behind Galeno. Lucero is already working to untie Elena, but the rest stare at me.  
 
    “You’re late,” I mumble. Then the room rocks and I stumble backward. Blood drips from my fingertips, half of it Jorge’s and half my own.  
 
    Galeno rushes toward me as I fall, but the world goes black before either him or the floor reach me.  
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    Galeno steps out of the steamy bathroom with a towel around his waist. “I may have to put the doctor on payroll if I keep you around.”  
 
    “That might be a good idea,” I say. The doctor just left for the third time this week, this time removing the stitches in my left arm, and taking another look at my thigh and giving me a new ointment to help the skin heal and cut down on the incessant itching that has been driving me crazy while the combination of burn and lesion heal. This should be the last time I have to see him for a while. 
 
    Galeno sits next to me on the bed, hands pressing into the mattress on the outsides of my hips and leans over me until it’s impossible to keep my eyes on the tablet I’d been working on.  
 
    “How are you feeling?”  
 
    “Stiff, but I’ll live.” I toss the tablet aside, clasp my hands behind his neck, and pull him against me until I can reach his lips.  
 
    He nudges me over so he can sit next to me, resting his back against the headboard. “Have you thought any more about what you’d like on your paperwork?”   
 
    Paperwork. New paperwork. Galeno had started the process of pulling together some kind of identity for me. Of course, I’m keeping Sera, but he insists that a last name of some kind is necessary too. But choosing your own surname after spending my entire life moving from one meaningless identity to the next is complicated, especially after discovering that in just about every sense I am just a ghost.   
 
    When Jorge said my sister didn’t exist, he wasn't fucking with me. There is literally no record to be found anywhere that lists either a Luna or Rune Gelt. Nothing on our parents, Tomas or Nasha. Nothing on the night I remember shooting Father.   
 
    Even the house has been listed under the name of some ghost corp since it was built twenty-five years ago.   
 
    There’s not a scrap of evidence, except for the fact that I’m sitting here now, to say that I ever existed. Either someone had been talented enough to make sure every detail was wiped clean, or they somehow managed to ensure that it was never recorded.  
 
    “Are you sure I can’t just go with Sera?” I’ve Googled several dozen lists of surnames, but nothing seems right. “It works for celebrities.”   
 
    “Sure, if you’d like to stand out. I’m sure there are plenty of people who’d like to find your face on a billboard.”  
 
    “And shoot it,” I add under my breath. I’m really tired of this conversation as we’ve been having it on and off for the last few days. “What’s Lucero’s last name?”   
 
    Galeno stiffens and I can feel his eyes boring through me. I give him a minute to simmer before rolling against him and revealing my smirk. I’m sure he’s hoping I’ll take his name, but I don’t know that I’m quite ready for that. 
 
    At first, I found being non-existent a bit disconcerting, but I’ve come to find it freeing. I get to choose where I belong. Who I belong with—because I certainly don’t belong to anyone anymore. That’s why I want a name of my own.  
 
    For the time being at least.  
 
    Galeno lifts my hand to his mouth and kisses each knuckle in turn, but his eyes are distant, focusing on something not in this room.  
 
    “Are you still brooding over Elena and Lucero?” Elena has been staying here as well, which means Lucero has been here practically every hour of the day.  
 
    His quick laugh hisses through his teeth. “No. If it makes them happy, what can I do? It’s not exactly like I was keeping her safe.”  
 
    “Then what’s bugging you? You’ve been acting weird all week.”  
 
    He hugs me to his side. “I promised to protect you, but I still let Jorge hurt you again.”  
 
    I swing my leg over his lap and roll on top of him. Even the satin pajamas he’d bought me feel like sand-paper against my leg, but it’s more tolerable to move than it was a few days ago. “We both did what we had to do. And we knew the plan wasn’t foolproof. Besides, if you hadn’t taken out his men outside… things probably would have been much worse.”  
 
    His hand slips up the back of my shirt, and I long for him to strip it off. To touch me. Taste me like he promised. Something still holds him back.  
 
    “I also promised I’d help you find your sister,” he whispers. “But, I don’t know where to start, and I don’t like that feeling.”  
 
    “It’s not like everything can be solved in three weeks.” I sigh, realizing what a whirlwind it has been. It feels like I’ve been here forever. Like this is my place. A short time here has somehow made the years I spent working as Jorge’s spy seem like an inconsequential amount of time.  
 
    Galeno’s phone chimes, and he glances over at it on the bedside table. “Elena says dinner’s done. Do you want me to bring you a plate up?”  
 
    “Or,” I put my hands on the headboard on the outer sides of his shoulders and lean my forehead to his. “You could let her and Lucero enjoy a quiet dinner alone.”  
 
    The darkness recedes from his eyes as his mouth draws to the side with a crooked grin. He doesn’t bother sending the message. Instead he jerks my shirt up over my head, and flips me onto the mattress.  
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Light bounced off chandeliers, sending beams of luminescent rainbows across the room. The refracted light was beautiful, and I wondered how something so lovely could exist somewhere so evil. This ballroom was stunning, refined, dazzling, everything an exquisite room of this grandeur should be. In another life, I might have been awestruck and perhaps a little overwhelmed to be standing within its superb embrace. The fact was, my life, the one I was trapped within, was anything but beautiful. And this room of debauchery and sin was anything but lovely. The grunts and groans drowned out the classical notes of music in the background. The scent of sweat and sex fell short of the intoxicating aroma that should drift on the air of such finery. The naked flesh was a far cry from the elegant fabrics a place like this should flaunt. The world of sex trafficking was filled with obscene wealth and men with dark obsessions and twisted minds. Perhaps mine was just as twisted. While they lusted for pain, unwilling participants, and underage partners, I lusted for blood, death, and vengeance.  
 
    The ache in my neck had become a throbbing knot, so I lifted my cheek from the polished floor, turning and placing my opposite cheek against the cool surface beneath me. My arms had long since become numb as my hands were secured tightly behind my back with Viršininkas’ belt. Dressed in a minuscule black leather skirt, garters, and stockings with a red satin bustier, I looked the perfect submissive they forced me to be. Beneath the skirt, I was naked, my exposed flesh on display for anyone who might be standing behind me, and they were. Although I couldn’t see them, I could picture the covetous hunger in their greedy eyes, so sick and twisted in their belief that women were placed on this earth merely for the entertainment of their species.  
 
    We weren’t. We had feelings and emotions, however, they had been crushed under these men’s callous hands and insidious natures. Now my dreams were full of blood, their blood, as they writhed at my feet screaming in agony, begging for a mercy I’d never give them. I no longer harbored such useless emotions as kindness and compassion, my soul was drowned in rage, my heart a dried out husk consumed by hate.  
 
    The sharp sting of a slap to my behind ripped me away from thoughts of revenge, reminding me I was still a captive and my body was theirs to play with.  
 
    “Beauty.”  
 
    The pet name was not whispered with affection. Viršininkas didn’t do affection. He did discipline and punishment. He knew how to inflict pain, not love. There was a time, before my captivity, when I had been another girl, one of innocence. I couldn’t really remember that time, though. Every now and again an image would creep into my mind, that of a young teenage girl, beautiful, graceful, perhaps even a little sad, but my mind had become so twisted I wasn’t even sure if that girl was real or not. My memories were muddled, and sometimes I think I conjured pictures in my mind to steal me away from the nightmare I was living. The name of that girl who existed before me had been one of the first things Viršininkas took away. Then he took her innocence, and she was destroyed, in her place, stood me, exquisitely broken Beauty. 
 
    Long fingers slipped around my throat and squeezed, choking the air from my lungs. You would think having been choked hundreds of times would make it easier to bear, but it didn’t. It still made me feel vulnerable and reminded me that my life was at his mercy, and he could take it so easily. Most days I wished he would. The other days I just wished it were me strangling the life from him. 
 
    “If your mind keeps wandering, I will put you up on that stage for every man in this room to fuck.”  
 
    His hand clenched tighter, bruising my larynx before disappearing. Blinking back tears and drawing a deep breath, I tried to block out the ballroom’s centerpiece: a woman being used, over and over. She was positioned on all fours, a whip lashing her skin as an imposing man in a black mask prepared to fuck her. She was trying so hard to look rapturous, as if she were enjoying this debasement, screaming out her pleasure at the right moments, moaning with each thrust. But I saw beyond the lies. In her dark, almond shaped eyes all I saw was pure, stark fear. Did I mirror that look? What did these men see when they watched me sullied and abused? Did they see vile loathing or subservient willingness? Perhaps I was better at hiding the revulsion behind my blue eyes. While I hated the victim I was forced to be, I didn’t want to be that girl in the middle of the room even more. At least my degradation was taking place on the outer regions of the ballroom, my humiliation for only but a few. My gaze shifted to take in the man kneeling beside me. He was threatening to share me in the middle of this awful room, but the hands that roamed my buttocks and the fingers that slipped into my unwelcoming body told me he was sharing me regardless. It wasn’t uncommon, Viršininkas liked to see me used by his friends, and there was little he didn’t allow, often leaving me bloodied and bruised. His pinched lips relaxed as my eyes found his. He wasn’t handsome. His eyes were sunken deep in their sockets beneath a heavy brow, his nose was large and hooked, and his cheekbones were sharp and pronounced. He wore a finely trimmed goatee that emphasized a pointed chin. The darkness in his eyes and the hatred in his soul reminded me of something evil. I had no idea what his name was. He had only ever been Viršininkas, which I’d learned meant master in Lithuanian, to me. When I first met this evil man, I’d called him sir. He liked that. One night, in defiance, I’d called him an ugly fucking bastard. He did not like that. The pain he bestowed upon me for such a slight was a memory I would never forget. I hated him. No, hate was too insipid a word. I loathed this man with every inch of my used and abused body. 
 
    “That’s a good beauty,” he crooned.  
 
    Teeth, stained yellow from years of smoking, smiled at me as I winced. Something had been shoved deep into my pussy. It was too cold and smooth to be a cock, so I assumed it was a dildo or something alike.  
 
    “Do you know how splendid you look right now?”  
 
    Anyone who could find splendor in my current degradation had to be sick, and Viršininkas was the sickest of them all. The ways in which he had took liberties with my body over the years had stained my soul so dark I knew there was no light left to be found, not even in death. If there had been any goodness inside me before my life with Viršininkas, it been beaten and raped out of me until it was gone. The girl left behind didn’t have good thoughts, she wasn’t kind, in fact, maybe she was a little bit evil, too. My dreams were filled with the want for blood. His blood. Their blood.  
 
    The long fingers that had moments ago been wrapped around my throat cupped my breast. I didn’t flinch, a reaction long since beaten out of me. Viršininkas pinched my nipple too hard to be considered teasing or sexual, a punishment for allowing my mind to wander. My cheek rubbed on the ballroom floor as my body rocked in motion with the object thrusting in and out of my pussy.  
 
    “Pone.”  
 
    A sharp familiar voice hissed from somewhere behind my master. It was Matis, Viršininkas’ personal assistant and best friend, a man with just as much sadistic hate in him, if not more. He disliked me immensely, the feeling was mutual. When Viršininkas allowed Matis to fuck me, he did it in a way that emphasised his hatred, often using a blade to cut into my flesh. The first time I’d been cut in such a way, Viršininkas ranted and raved for days, angry at Matis for marring my skin. The second time Matis took me, Viršininkas tried to be more patient, watching the gore-like show Matis provided for him. It wasn’t long before Viršininkas found the same kind of erotic magnetism in the blood that dripped from my body as I was brutally fucked. He allowed Matis to cut me from then onwards, shallow cuts that wouldn’t scar. After three years, I was covered in fine white lines, the markings like a map of my continued abuse.  
 
    “Pone,” he snapped again when Viršininkas continued to play with my breasts, ignoring him. Pone was Lithuanian for “sir,” the only other Lithuanian word I had learned during my captivity.   
 
    Viršininkas’ hands left me, and he glanced over his shoulder to look at Matis.  
 
    “There are men with guns surrounding the mansion. We must leave. Now.”  
 
    The hands on my body stilled, and Viršininkas was quick to stand, yanking me up by my elbow, my shoulders screaming in protest. Whatever had been probing my pussy slipped free, and I relaxed the moment my body was empty of its presence. With my skirt still bunched around my hips, I was unceremoniously dragged along the fringes of the ballroom as a commotion from the opposite side caught my attention.  
 
    “Everyone, stay where you are,” came the order from an accent that sounded oddly familiar. American?  
 
    Viršininkas and Matis slowed their gait but didn’t stop, they continued to edge around the room as it became silent.  
 
    “If you move before we state otherwise, we’ll shoot. Girls get your fucking clothes on.” 
 
    The belt securing my wrists was promptly removed, and I breathed a sigh of relief as my arms swung forward, pain shooting down to my fingertips as blood returned to the extremities. 
 
    “Pull down your damn skirt,” Viršininkas hissed in my ear. 
 
    With numb hands, I fumbled to grasp the fabric around my waist but managed to shove the leather down over my nakedness. A group of men flooded the room, all of them dressed in head to toe black clothing, with hulking black boots, and heavy looking dark vests adorned with a red letter ‘Z’ on their chests. Rifles and guns were drawn with purpose. Hope flooded my body with the sweet taste of freedom, the emotion like a shot of pure adrenaline. Before a smile could find my lips, though, I was dragged from the room. Stumbling on my spiked heels, I caught myself before I could fall and was propelled forward by Matis’ hand on the middle of my back. Viršininkas led us down a narrow, dimly lit corridor. Reality slapped me sharply across the face: Viršininkas was fleeing, he feared the men behind us, the men with guns. Were they police? Soldiers? Could they have been there for me? The thought stopped me dead in my tracks. Matis’ hard, bulky body rammed into me, and I staggered forward a few paces.  
 
    “Move,” he snapped.  
 
    My body remained frozen, though, and as the shock quickly wore away, determination filled its place. The chance at freedom had me turning toward the men with guns, catching Matis by surprise, and it took little more than an unexpected shove to move him aside. Wobbling precariously on the heels I’d been forced to wear, I took a few running steps forward before a hard body slammed me into the wall.  
 
    “Wrong way, Beauty,” Matis growled in my ear, shoving me back in the direction we’d been running.  
 
    The thought of freedom burned like fire in my veins, and I fought to free myself of Matis’ bear-like hands.  
 
    “No,” I growled. It had been a long time since that word had fallen from my lips. Saying it seemed to release something inside me, a flame I thought long ago extinguished.  
 
    Fight. 
 
    And fight I did. With flaying hands, I lashed out, scratching, punching, and slapping Matis. When he simply restrained my hands and picked me up, I used my feet, kicking with all the strength I could muster. I knew the moment one of my heels had found its mark. Matis dropped me with a pained snarl. Before I could make use of being free from his grip, I caught a glimpse of a hammer-like fist coming at my face seconds before it connected with such force that I flew backwards against the hard ground. For the first time, in a long time, I fought to stay conscious, but as Matis heaved me over his shoulder, I lost that fight, much like I’d lost all the others I’d battled in this hell.  
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    The pounding in my head dragged me to consciousness. Trying to roll to one side, my cheek burned with pain, and I winced. Through a foggy haze, I tried to force my eyes open, but it was a battle my mind and body weren’t going to win right away. I lay awkwardly on one side, my legs pulled to my chest, the cold bite of concrete beneath my cheek. When I tried to stretch out, my foot hit something hard and icy, something familiar, something that sent my heart into a reckless beat. Blinking away the fog, I was greeted with darkness. An inky gloom so obscure I couldn’t see my hand as I raised it to push away the hair that fell into my eyes. It was a familiar darkness, accompanied with a familiar stench. Old blood. My blood. I was in the cage—one meant for a medium-sized dog—that sat in the basement below my master’s home. His dungeon was a cold, large room with the walls, floors, and ceiling of concrete. Shiny, steel instruments like scalpels, scissors, and saws lined cabinet tops, and chains hung from the ceiling, innocuous and waiting to be used. At a moment’s notice, I could be manacled and restrained. Whips, ropes, hand cuffs, and other such paraphernalia hung from their appropriate places, the only comfort a small leather sofa against one wall. It was truly a room of torture.  The walls and roof of my cage were made of solid steel bars, with a small padlocked opening at one end. It had been many months since I’d been locked down here, my behavior worthy of time upstairs. Up there, I had the luxury of space. Even though I was still captive, the house was much larger than the space below its ground level floor. The floors were carpeted which eased the pain on my knees, and I was allowed to use a bathroom with a door for privacy. Mind you, the door didn’t lock. In Viršininkas private quarters, I had my very own thick rug and soft blanket for bedding, positioned on the floor right beside his luxurious king-size bed. He rarely even chained me while I slept anymore. I was obedient. There was fight left in me, but it was useless fighting when I didn’t have a hope in hell of freeing myself. Down here, there were no luxuries: no bathrooms, no sound, no light. Just the cage and the echoes of my screams which bounced off the walls when Viršininkas punished me. It was in this room a young girl’s innocence was destroyed, where her dreams had been whipped right out of her. Purity had bled onto the cold floor, a virgin’s blood. This was the dungeon where that girl died, reborn as nothing more than a vessel for men’s pleasure. Beauty.  
 
    Silence was my only company as I lay in the cramped space. I wondered how long I’d be caged this time. Sometimes it was just a few, scant hours, other times it could be days of lying in my own waste, my body numb, my eyes playing tricks on me, showing me shadows in the darkness, images that over time had helped push me further into madness. In those dark moments, I would see the girl who was destroyed down here, her face little more than a ghostly apparition. On occasions she would even talk to me, whispering words and telling me stories of her life before Viršininkas.  
 
    “She would sneak me cookies before bed. Do you remember her?” the girl would ask. But I had no memories of the woman. No memories at all, for Beauty was born in this frigid cell, and there were no recollections from before that moment. But I wanted stories like the ones the girl would tell me, so I allowed my mind to conjure images of an old woman, Spanish, with her dark hair split with greys coiled into a bun. Heavy lines aged her soft face. Laugh lines crowded her eyes, because she laughed a lot.  
 
    Blinding light washed away the image of that smiling Spanish woman, and with it the pitch-black I hated so much. I squinted against the brightness. I didn’t close my eyes, though, that light was something I hungered for. I wanted it even as it stabbed at my sensitive corneas. The heavy steel door behind me whispered open, and the air in the room felt like it chilled even further as Viršininkas entered. Even though I couldn’t see him, I knew he was there. His sick, silent presence was so thick in the air I could almost taste the evil that clung to him. The click of shoes struck the hard floor, getting closer and closer to my cage, and all too soon he stood before me. Dressed in a perfectly tailored black suit, his hands were shoved carelessly in his trouser pockets, a nasty smirk on his hawk-like face.  
 
    “Beauty, you’ve been a bad, bad girl.” 
 
    His accented voice whispered across my skin, sending goose-pimples over my flesh. For a moment, panic coiled tight around my neck, constricting my airway. Breathing deep, I forced my legs to remain steady and reminded myself that I had been at their mercy for years now, there was nothing they could do that I hadn’t already survived. A second set of pounding footsteps entered the room, and over Viršininkas shoulder, I found Matis strolling closer. One corner of his mouth was pulled into a smug grin, his chin lowered and eyes narrowed. When he lifted up a sharp blade to tap against a red scratch on his cheek, I knew exactly why he looked so self-righteous. I’d fought Matis, I’d hurt Matis, so he would be the one to dole out my punishment. Even though fear threatened to make my limbs tremble, I felt no remorse for my attempt to flee. When help had been so close, I couldn’t do anything but fight for my freedom. What I did regret was not putting more than a fine scratch across Matis’ cheek. In my mind, I imagined that scratch deeper, sliced into his face, splitting his flesh apart and draining the blood from his body.    
 
    Viršininkas used a key to open the padlock, and one large hand with long, bony fingers reached in and dragged my ankle toward the cage door. Sliding along the concrete floor, I wiggled out of the cage. Regardless of the horror that awaited me outside its steel bars, I would endure it over the confined space any day. My body spasmed as I stretched to my full height, and I swayed on my feet as I turned to face Viršininkas. I ignored the discomfort, Viršininkas disliked it immensely when I complained, and to be honest, I didn’t want him to see that his punishment affected me. Ice, that’s what I was. Frozen heart, frozen emotions, and any signs of pain were locked down deep inside my heart and soul.   
 
    Viršininkas glanced over my shoulder and gave Matis one short nod. My hair was abruptly pulled back, my neck pulled taut as my scalp burned with pain. While unconscious, I had been stripped bare, and Matis took advantage of that as he placed the blade of his knife against one nipple, digging it into my flesh, not deep enough to draw blood, but enough to tell me I was in for a world of agony. My heart beat frantically, and a part of me hoped this was it, the moment the beating organ gave out and released me from this life of torture.  
 
    “Time to bleed, bitch,” Matis purred as he withdrew the knife and used my hair to drag me across the room.  
 
    Cuffs with cold, steel chains attached were quickly locked around my wrists and hooked into a pulley hanging from the ceiling. With the push of a button, Viršininkas grinned as my arms rose over my head, and I was lifted off the ground, only the tips of my toes brushing the floor. Matis stood before me, slowly stripping out of his suit, layer by layer, tossing the fabric aside without care and never once letting go of his favorite blade. He wasn’t as thin as my master, his body was coiled with muscle. His age was undistinguishable with his salt and pepper hair and strong physique. A dusting of hair covered his chest, thinning as it dipped lower to a thin trail leading to his heavy, erect cock.  
 
    Once naked, he stepped forward and ran the silver steel down my chest, between my breasts, over the flat contours of my stomach, before stilling at the juncture between my thighs. Fear stole my voice as my mouth parted, and tears threatened to spill over my lashes. He’d never cut me down there, but it had been a long time since I’d fought back against either of these men, they were beyond angry. As the knife began to rub between my lips, I realized the blade had been turned around and it was the handle that assaulted me. With more force, Matis began to rub faster and faster, and I couldn’t help the flinch as he laughed before plunging it inside me. Unable to hold it back, my voice was found again on a scream ripped from deep inside my chest as the large handle probed me relentlessly. Visions of the last three years flashed through my mind, and any link to the girl I’d once been were gone, leaving behind nothing but an empty shell that still felt too damn much, too much pain, too much anger. As quickly as the onslaught began, it ended, with Matis withdrawing the knife and pressing the blade against my cheek.  
 
    “Not her face,” Viršininkas ordered, his words spoken rapidly, the excitement as he watched clear in his tone.  
 
    The hate in Matis’ eyes was an emotion so thick it almost had its own stench. Or perhaps it was just the tangy iron scent of blood. Blood he had drawn from my body more times than I could count. The blade pressed harder against my skin, and just when I thought he’d disobey Viršininkas and cut my face, it disappeared. One of my legs was wrenched high, and Matis positioned his rigid erection at my core. Closing my eyes, I tried to disappear from this place, taking my mind far away where it could no longer be damaged.  
 
    “Tut, tut, Beauty, you know better than that,” Viršininkas’ voice hissed in my ear as he physically forced my eyelids open. “Watch Matis work. He is a genius when it comes to blood fucking.” 
 
    Then it began, the fucking, the bleeding, the animalistic, carnal hate that coated my body like sludge. Disgust had never burned so hot inside me, loathing as hot as lava. And for hours, as I hung like a slab of meat from the hook in that dungeon, my mind painfully present, I silently promised if I ever got free I’d rain down retribution on these men like nothing the universe had ever seen. 
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    The security surrounding Algis’ property was almost non-existent, his attempt to secure it was almost laughable. The two men patrolling the grounds were hired locals, one of whom had been taking a piss when I slit his throat, the other smoking a cigarette and playing on his cell phone. As expected, the manor was wired with security cameras, but nothing more than a few clipped cables inside the breaker box had disabled the entire system. Now surrounded by the luxurious furnishings, I couldn’t stop my lip from lifting in a sneer. It was too perfect, too orderly, too bland. The air reeked of clove cigarettes and air freshener that was probably meant to mask the underlying odor of acrid, burning tobacco. I much preferred my private beachfront villa on the east coast of Mexico, with warm tones, brick and clay finishes, and cluttered mess. Although London was my birthplace, Tulum was my home, and standing in the middle of Algis’ minimalistic living room, I missed home. 
 
    With quiet, purposeful steps, I navigated the lower floor, making my way to the wide staircase that led to the upper floor. I’d spent long hours scrutinizing the layout of Algis’ property, both inside and out. I knew every wall, room, and doorway. At the top of the stairs, I turned right and followed the wide hallway until I reached the last door. It was closed, but I knew it wasn’t locked. Algis was too arrogant to think of doing such a thing, his head clouded with self-importance and entitlement. He thought himself untouchable. He was fucking wrong.  
 
    I pushed the door open and paused, watching for movement in the dimly lit room. Finding no shadows lurking, I decided it was safe to enter, stepping forward and making my way to the bed and the snoring lump of mass under the thick covers. Snapping open a pocket on my cargos, I pulled out the syringe I’d already prepared and carefully removed the cap over the needle. With quick and efficient movements, I stabbed the needle directly into Algis’ jugular. He squirmed, grunted, offered a feeble slap at my wrist, then settled back into the uninterrupted sleep I had sent him with the drug now pumping through his veins. It was so easy it was laughable. I’d gift wrap him in chains and present him to my boss, who would show Algis just how unimportant he was in the whole scheme of things.  
 
    A sniffle from the furthest side of the bed caught my attention, and I pocketed the syringe and drew my gun, making my way around the bed with quick strides. What greeted me from the floor beside the bed made my stomach curdle. She didn’t move, barely made a sound except for her quick, short breaths. Leaning forward, I caught a glimpse of gleaming metal and realized right away that she wasn’t a threat, nor was she going anywhere anytime soon. Carefully stepping over her prone form, I flicked on the bedside lamp. My shocked eyes met hers. While my research on Algis had uncovered her existence, it was still a surprise to see her in the flesh again. It had been not more than three days ago when Charlie Decena and I stormed a mansion at Kensington Palace Gardens where I first caught sight of this girl. Just a brief glimpse of big, blue eyes emphasized by smoky eyeshadow, perfect heart-shaped lips painted blood red, and long, blonde hair that fell to her waist. That room had been filled with many beautiful women, but the fleeting glance I’d had of this particular one stayed with me. Even as beaten and bloody as she was now, she was still exquisite. Her makeup was smeared like a sad clown, the dark mascara leaving tear tracks down her pale cheeks. So tragically beautiful. 
 
    As my eyes perused her body, I noted the chains around her wrists and ankles that kept her tethered to the floor. Around her neck was a thick, silver collar, and it too was attached to a short chain beneath her neck. Her movement restricted to a few scant inches here and there.  
 
    “Chain ’im up and get me the spreader bar. We don’t want ’im closin’ up on us.” 
 
    The memory pushed bile up my throat, and choking it back down was like swallowing concrete. With a shake of my head, I dislodged the images in my mind and forced my concentration back on the woman before me. While there was definitely fear in her trembling limbs and panicked breaths of air, it was almost smothered by something else, something so familiar it was like looking in a mirror. Rage. So much rage she was drowning in it.   
 
    “I find it difficult to believe a wisp of a girl like you would need to be chained and subdued,” I whispered, resting to my haunches at her side. “Let’s get your free, hmm? Do you know where the key is kept?” 
 
    Eyes, big and round, reminding me of a doll, watched me warily. Just when I thought she wouldn’t answer, her full, cracked lips parted.  
 
    “Viršininkas keeps them on a chain around his neck.” 
 
    Her voice was rough, perhaps not used in some time, or more likely, her throat raw from screaming. I rose and moved back to Algis who did, in fact, have a thin gold chain around his neck, three keys hanging from it. With a slight tug, the clasp easily broke. Once back beside the broken angel, I knelt and began the task of releasing the padlocks that tethered her. Ankles, both rubbed raw from their bindings, first. Next, her wrists, fine, like a bird’s delicate bones, and lastly, the choker around her neck that fell with a clunk to the floor once released. Even now, free, she didn’t move as she watched me, assessing, trying to figure out if I was friend or foe. My world was filled with death and blood, I’d seen and done things that would send me to the fiery gates of hell, and I didn’t hold a flicker of remorse. Was I a threat? Always. But I had morals, however fucked up they might be. Perverts and pedophiles were the first on my shit list, rapists and traffickers next. So, I guess you could say I was a friend. However, as I gazed upon her body, my cock thickened, and lust filled my veins. Perhaps friend was too empty a word for the way she made me feel. I didn’t do unwilling women, but this girl’s combination of broken beauty, vulnerability, and barely smothered anger intrigued me on a level no other woman had ever done.  
 
    My fingers itched to touch her and see if her skin, so pale it was almost translucent, was as soft as it appeared. Crystal blue eyes with a sharp, angry glower watched me from a face so lovely it could possibly be described as angelic, even with the yellowing bruise on her cheek. Her hair was long and a blonde so fair it was almost white. Her features were reminiscent of Scandinavia or Denmark. She was from neither, though, the unmistakable inflection in the few words she’d spoken were clearly American. Obviously, she’d been abducted, and she was young, maybe still a teenager, though late teens. How long had she been in Algis’ possession? She didn’t even attempt to hide her nakedness as my gaze followed her collarbone, dropping to small breasts with pale pink tipped nipples. Ignoring the angry bruises and deep gashes, I shifted my inspection to her concave stomach. She needed food, she was too thin. Her hip bones jutted out, presenting me with a line straight to her perfect bare pussy. Her inner thighs were marred with bruises in varying shades of purples, blues, and yellows. Recollections of a time I’d long since buried threatened to unearth themselves again. The phantom feeling of hands raking over my body and fingers digging into my flesh sparked a light to the simmering temper I’d spent many years learning to control. With my jaw clenched tight, I concentrated on keeping myself in check and the monster leashed. That feeling of being weak, vulnerable, and abused could only been dulled with blood and death. Glancing down at the woman, I remembered how it felt to be so helpless, and I recalled the bloodshed I had needed to settle my own tormented mind.  
 
    “Don’t pity me.”  
 
    Her voice was low, barely a whisper, but the tone was held together with steel and barbs. She’d surprised me and there were few who could do that. Rather than ask who I was or what was happening or if I was going to hurt her, she slapped away any empathy I might share with her. Looking harder upon her delicate features, I saw the twisted darkness. It was there, deep in her tortured gaze. I saw it because I knew it well.  This girl wasn’t broken, but she’d been torn down and was ready to be built anew.    
 
    “I wouldn’t dare,” I murmured, trying to hide my smile. 
 
    That wild madness was suddenly focused elsewhere, her doe-like eyes tearing away from mine. She was now staring at the bed where Algis continued to sleep, deep, heavy snorting noises escaping his lips. The girl’s fists clenched as she lifted to a sitting position. It must have hurt, but she hid the pain well as she continued to glare at the man sleeping peacefully.  
 
    “Who are you?” she eventually asked. 
 
    Who I was didn’t matter. To some I was a ghost, a man only seen if he wanted to be seen, a name only given if I wanted to give it. I didn’t really know who this girl was, or how much of myself I wanted to give her, so I figured it best to give her nothing.  
 
     “He won’t wake any time soon.” Reaching into my pocket with slow movements, I produced the used syringe. The girl’s gaze finally left Algis and returned to me. The crazed torture in her eyes disappeared, a blank canvas of nonchalance replacing it. “I drugged him. You see, Algis pissed off the wrong person. I’m here to bring him in.”  
 
     “Who’s Algis?” 
 
    This time I didn’t try to hide my smile, nodding toward the bed. 
 
    “Meet Algimas Bakaitis, also known as Algis. He is a member of Lithuania’s millionaire’s club. He owns one of the world’s largest transport companies.” She looked to the bed, then to me, then back to the bed again, her long, dark lashes blinking slowly as she allowed my words to sink in.  
 
    “Did you know that by knowing a demon’s name, you have power over it?” The curious question caught me off guard, and by the confused frown on her face, I assumed it did her, too. 
 
    “I don’t know how I know that, I just do.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I confessed. “So, you now have power over Algis, hmmm?” 
 
    The corner of her mouth twitched, almost as if she was going to smile.  
 
    “He’s not a demon,” she murmured. “He’s just a rapist piece of shit and I never much cared to know his name.”  
 
    A bark of laughter left my lips, and the girl’s gaze dropped to my mouth before she was back to staring at the skinny bastard in the king-size bed.  Pulling my cell phone from my pocket, I checked the time. However fascinating I found the girl, I only had fifty-four hours to get Algis back to my boss, Charlie Decena.  Time was of the essence. Charlie was a man who didn’t like to be kept waiting.  
 
    “Do you have a knife?” The girl’s voice abruptly brought an ending to all thoughts of Charlie and Algis.   
 
    “What would a little thing like you do with a knife, hmm?” I wondered out loud, watching and waiting for her response.  
 
    “I’m not a thing,” she spat out. “And if I had a knife I’d probably cut off his penis and shove it down his throat.” 
 
    She was so matter of fact that my lips parted, and my mind went blank, but the girl paid me little attention, her seething anger entirely on Algis. Broken wasn’t even an adjective in her vocabulary. I’d been on the front line of too many rescues to count, slave girls, boys, women and men little more than a husk upon their release. Their minds so crippled and their spirits so crushed, few would recover from their ordeal. This slip of a girl was so far from broken, it made me pause. Perhaps I should give her my damn knife and let her carve up the useless twat. If Decena weren’t involved, I probably would.  
 
    I sank back on my haunches with a sigh. “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that.” 
 
    “I made a promise that if I ever got free I’d kill him.” Tilting her head to one side, much like a puppy might do, she added, “Slowly. Am I free?” 
 
    I considered her for a moment, taking in her defiant beauty. She looked like a wild animal, her tangled white hair hanging over her shoulders, deep bruises marring her fair complexion, blood still trickling from some of her wounds. A mesmerizing angel, full of tempestuous rage. Was she free? I guess she was, though I couldn’t deny there was a part of me that wanted to keep her. Could I refuse her vengeance? I’d been unable to deny my own, and it was the first step to rebuilding my damaged mind. She needed it, the reversal of power, the retribution. 
 
    “Forty-eight hours,” I found myself saying, my thoughts carrying the words straight from my mouth before I’d truly thought them through.  Her nose crinkled, and that little line between her brows appeared again.  “You’ve got two days, then I must deliver him to my boss. I’ll give you two days with Algis during which time you may do as you wish with him.” Her eyes widened with shock, and I raised a finger. “But you can’t kill him.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 BEAUTY 
 
      
 
    “What?” Disbelief left me frozen in place.  
 
    The stranger still sat on his haunches before me, unmoving, his face stony, his emotions carefully hidden away so I couldn’t get a read on him. Friend or enemy? I had no idea. His fingers laced together between us, his gaze holding mine. His accent suggested English, the way he used his words almost haughty and antiquated. Dressed in dark clothes with the letter ‘Z’ emblazoned on the chest and heavy duty boots, much like the men that stormed the ballroom a few nights ago, it contradicted his manner which suggested he’d be better suited to a tailored suit.  
 
    “I see it in you,” he whispered. What could he see? Staring back into his profoundly vivid eyes, I watched him as he watched me, wondering what he saw. “I see the anger, I see the fire.” Unlacing his fingers, he reached out, and I barely withheld my flinch as the tip of his finger traced a line beside my eye. “In there. You’re not broken, not exactly. He hurt you, and now you want to hurt him, too. Am I wrong?”  
 
    Hurt Viršininkas? I’d dreamed of it, the fine details of exactly how I might exact my revenge on him was sometimes the only thing that kept my sanity from taking wings and flying away. Or perhaps my sanity had long since fled, because given the opportunity to harm the man who had wronged me in so many ways sent my mind into a dream-like haze. His screams bouncing off the walls, his tears cascading down his cheeks, his blood soaking the floor beneath his feet. My heart pounded hard, my fingertips rubbing together as if I could already feel his death on my hands. It didn’t scare me, it didn’t even disgust me, instead, it roused me, filling my weak limbs with an electrified excitement. Was that what he saw? My deepest darkest secrets? I found myself wanting to search out the closest mirror and look for myself. 
 
    When I said nothing, the man smiled. “I’ll give you forty-eight hours for your retribution, then I need to get Algis to the man who is owed his last breath. I’d offer it to you, but my boss . . . he deserves this.” 
 
    “What happens to me, then?” I murmured with a gruff voice. “Will I go home?” The thought was a little overwhelming. Home? Where was my home? I couldn’t even see one in my warped mind.  
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” 
 
    It was an ominous answer for a simple question. Yet, as my gaze searched beyond the stranger, to the bed where Viršininkas slept, I knew I would take his offer. Forty-eight hours. Could I find retribution in just two short days after everything this man had done to me? Something told me I may not find my vengeance if given a lifetime, but I knew I would try. My hate for him burned hot. I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to see him bleed. I wanted to see him humiliated. I wanted to see him take his last breath. My attention was pulled from the turbulent thoughts by a finger under my chin. 
 
    “He must leave here alive,” the stranger murmured.  
 
    Alive.  
 
    But hurting.  
 
    Just like he hurt me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What should I call you?”  
 
    The stranger, who I had come to grudgingly admit, was beautiful in a masculine kind of way, stood at the kitchen sink. He was washing his hands, having carefully attended to my wounds. Antibiotic cream, Band-Aids, and bandages sat strewn across the granite countertop, the bloodied dressings thrown in the trash. Without argument, I had taken a painkiller, and slowly the aches that wracked my body faded to nothing but a low background noise. After showering, I pulled on a button-down business shirt that hung to mid-thigh. It belonged to Viršininkas. No, not Viršininkas. Algis. Knowing his name seemed to humanize him, perhaps even taking away some of his power over my mind. As much as I didn’t want to wear anything of Algis’, I found a measure of comfort in being clothed in something so simple and soft. No bustiers or leather in sight.  
 
    Wiping his hands and turning to face me, the stranger seemed to consider answering me. His head angled slightly to one side, and finally one corner of his mouth lifted resembling something of a smirk.   
 
    “Hart.” 
 
    Heart? Any other questions that sat on the tip of my tongue disappeared. I couldn’t tell if he was teasing me or not. Was it a nickname?  
 
    “I can see you fumbling around in your mind trying to figure it out,” he murmured. “But I assure you there is nothing to figure out. My name is Hart. H-A-R-T, Hart. My mother was an English literature professor with a penchant for poetry. Hart Crane was a modernist poet from the early nineteen hundreds who stole my mother’s heart. When I was born, there was no doubt in her mind what I’d be called.” 
 
    Hart. It was unusual, but I liked it. It probably should have been effeminate, but this man was all male, carrying darkness in his eyes that expressed anything but gentleness.  
 
    “And you?”  
 
    A simple question with no simple answer. Who was I? My previous name was barely a fading echo in my chaotic mind. One thing I knew for sure: I wasn’t her anymore, she was long dead. But neither was I, Beauty.  
 
    “What did Algimas call you?”  
 
    “He liked to call me Beauty,” I spat out, my face scrunching up as if a bad smell had entered the room.  
 
    “Beauty,” Hart purred. The word sounded reverent off his tongue, but still made me shiver with revolution.  
 
    Leaning forward, his large body hovered above mine. Thankfully, the granite counter between us resembled a protective barrier. I didn’t trust this man, in fact, I was certain that at any moment he would turn on me. Even though he hadn’t shown me anything other than kindness, there was something sinister about the way he moved. Effortlessly quiet, efficient, and controlled. He wasn’t your run-of-the-mill police, possibly not even a soldier. The unnerving way he moved and controlled himself wasn’t natural. It was learned and perfected. People who had something to hide made me nervous.  
 
    While he hadn’t hurt me, I was fairly confident he wasn’t a good man. He also hadn’t been forthcoming of what would become of me and my freedom, which made me guess my freedom may not be as close as I hoped.  
 
    “Perhaps, you need to take Beauty back.” 
 
    My wandering gaze swung to Hart’s. He wasn’t mocking me, the seriousness in his eyes and the determined set to his strong jaw told me as much. Take it back? And do what with it? Beauty wasn’t a name, it was a noun that had been used to belittle me, to turn me from a living breathing being into nothing more than an object. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Take it back. Beauty shouldn’t be something to fear, it shouldn’t be something so ghastly it makes you visibly squirm,” he noted my flinch at the mention of the name. Resting on his elbows, his gaze level with mine, he smiled as he held out his hand, palm upwards, a gleaming silver knife resting in it. “Take it back, own it, show that rapist fuck you are not his Beauty anymore. You are your own Beauty.” 
 
    I couldn’t look away from the knife. How many times had I prayed for a weapon? How many nights did I sit on the floor beside Algis as he ate, wishing the knife in his hand was mine to use? With slow, tentative movements, I reached out. One finger touched the blade, so smooth yet deadly. It was the closest I had come to something so beautiful and sharp in many years, and I savored the feel of such power beneath my touch. Once I reached the hilt, my fingers wrapped around it, and then it was mine. Pulling it away from Hart, I held it protectively to my body. My lip curled and a feral growl purred from my chest. Hart simply smiled and rose to his full height.  
 
    “Come, Tiger.” He chuckled. “Come see what I prepared for you.” 
 
    He strode from the room without a care in the world, his back turned, unconcerned of the knife he had just relinquished to me. One part of my mind screamed at me to run, another wanted to attack, but the loudest voice was the one that urged me to follow. Slowly at first, I tracked him as he wandered through the house. Hart seemed comfortable here, even familiar with its layout. Soon I was padding along behind him on bare feet, the knife still clutched to my chest, my eyes darting around the house, wary of an attack at any moment. It didn’t come, but my heart began to race, and my palms became slick with sweat when I realized where we were headed. The doorway from the informal dining room was familiar. The stairs that led down to the basement level felt never-ending, and my feet seemed to grow heavy and reluctant the further I went. Cool air bit at my flesh as we made our way through the dimly lit corridor, my soft breaths coming in panicked gasps, my lungs frozen with terror. But I couldn’t stop following Hart. It was if he were the Pied Piper, and I was ensnared by his presence. At the heavy steel door to the dungeon where my nightmares began, we stopped.  
 
    Hart glanced back over his shoulder and winked. “Consider this, my gift to the new and improved Beauty.” 
 
    The door opened easily on silent hinges, and my world narrowed to the sight before me. The room was the same, but different. Instead of me hanging from the cuffs that bit into my flesh, was Algis. The sight shocked the breath from my lungs. He was naked, his head hanging limply, his chin to his chest. For the first time in three years, he looked nothing like the monster my mind had portrayed him to be. He looked small, weak, and oddly human. Hart strolled into the dungeon, looking over the stainless-steel tables adorned with all sorts of equipment that had been used to break me: scalpels, pliers, dildos, vibrators, scissors, and other instruments that made my stomach churn with sickness. From the walls hung whips, chains, collars, gags, floggers, saws, and an assortment of other paraphernalia. 
 
    His inspection soon moved to the cage that sat on the cold floor, and I could hardly believe I had spent so much time trapped inside it. Small, too small, and entirely menacing. Hart stared at it for a long time before moving on to the obscene chair sitting in one corner.  It was reclined, with stirrups for the ankles to secure one’s thighs wide and helpless.  I had no idea what he was thinking as he observed my personal hell, his emotions hidden carefully behind a blank mask. Ever so slowly, Hart made his way closer to Algis, until he came to a stop directly in front of him. Reaching out, Hart gripped the shaggy brown hair that hung over Algis’ forehead and pulled, lifting his lifeless face high. A ball gag had been shoved in his mouth and was buckled at the back of his head, and spit dribbled down his chin. With a grunt, Hart let go and turned abruptly to face me.  
 
    “Forty-eight hours, and you can’t kill him,” he muttered, stepping to one side.  
 
    No longer did Hart look calm and relaxed, instead, he looked furious. His glare could have cut through the ice in the air as he stared at me.  
 
    “Well, get in here and get started.” 
 
    Shock stole my momentum, and a bombardment of confusing thoughts held me in place. Get started? Where would I start? I’d had so many dreams about this moment, and the room was filled with a concoction of devices that would bring forth pain and blood. Would I slice him open with a scalpel? Perhaps choke off his airway with a collar? Maybe I could penetrate and rape him with one of the many oversized dildos. Hart suddenly appeared before me, so close I could feel his breath on my cheek. There was tension around his hard and cold eyes as he glared down on me, lips flattened and nostrils flared. Was he angry at me? Perhaps I should hurt him, too. I was so fucking sick and tired of men looking down on me like I was the scum beneath their feet.  
 
    “He stole you, raped you, defiled you, tortured you.” Hart’s deep voice rose with every word, and with each reminder of my imprisonment, I flinched. “How many times did you wish it was him and not you? How many times did you pray for help? How many times did you beg for mercy?” His words were chipping away at my mind, putting memories in there I didn’t care to recall. My breathing was choppy, and I swayed on my feet. “How many times did he ignore you and fuck you instead? How many men did he watch stick their cocks in you? How many hours did you hang from these chains? How much fucking blood did you spill on this concrete floor?” Hart was yelling now, and I realized his anger wasn’t directed at me, it was for the life I had been forced to live. As his rage grew, so did mine. It was as if we were somehow linked in this moment, his fury on my behalf pushing my own until I felt like a pressure gauge about to burst. The answer was . . . too many times to count. 
 
    The rape was endless, the torture permanently etched into my skin, my humiliation drowned beneath tears. There were days where I begged until my throat was raw, and I prayed like an obsessed fool until one day I decided there was no God. There were men, though, lots of them, and the hours hanging from the chains that Algis currently hung were immeasurable. My eyes fell to the concrete floor, my blood had fucking stained it. All that feeling of hate and grief boiled over, and I screamed, my feet moving, taking me over the threshold and toward the man who had destroyed something within me, and at the same time created the wrathful beauty that now filled me. 
 
    The knife slipped from my fingers to the stone floor, clattering loudly as my hands curled into fists. Then I began to hit him with weak punches, slaps, and scratches. I attacked like a wounded yet wild kitten. I’d only just begun, and my energy was already waning. The sound of flesh slapping against flesh was so familiar in this room, I was sure the sound had seeped its way into the concrete walls that would forever hold such devastating secrets. Tears clouded my vision, and with one last slap, my head hung low, and I swallowed a sob. Taking a step away, I glanced at Algis. He was still passed out, my pitiful attack gone completely unnoticed.  
 
    “Why won’t he wake up?” My voice was rough, but almost resembling a whine. The tears that had filled my eyes remained unshed as I forced them away with a few blinks. Tears would not be shed. Today was my day for vengeance, today was the day I made this man bellow to the heavens for mercy. Overwhelmed with the endless possibilities of torture and mayhem, I rubbed at my arms as my fidgeting fingers yearned to reach out and cause pain. 
 
    “I may have over-estimated the drug I used to sedate him. He might need a few more hours before he’s conscious again.” 
 
    It wasn’t fair that he would sleep through my revenge. I wanted the man wide awake and screaming.   Scooping the knife up from the floor, I retreated to the door. 
 
    “That’s it?” Hart asked, his brows raising high.  
 
    I couldn’t drag my gaze away from Algis. At any moment, I expected him to wake up, free himself, and attack me. My hands shook as I held the knife to my body. I wanted to drag the blade over his flesh, dig it deep until he cried in pain. The need to hurt him was still within me, but he should be awake for it. I had always been awake for it.  
 
    “Let me know when he wakes up. I don’t want him to miss what I have planned.” 
 
    Turning, I scampered down the gloomy corridor, back up the narrow stairs, and into the warmly lit home. While not one single square inch of Algis’ mansion felt homey, I preferred being upstairs to being in the dungeon any day. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 HART 
 
      
 
    The girl, Beauty, had surprised me. While her effort to attack the unconscious Algis was pitiful at best, her need for him to be conscious while she carried out the rest of her revenge made me hard. Perhaps I was sick, maybe even evil, but the thought brought me a rush of lust that made me want to fuck for days. The truth was, I got off on pain. Not sadism as such, for I had difficultly inflicting pain on my lovers and the women I fucked, but the thought of slicing my blade under the ribs of a piece of shit human being made me hard as fucking steel. If that piece of shite happened to be a rapist, even better.  
 
    After a kill, the energy that coursed through my body wasn’t sated until I plowed into a woman, sometimes two or three at a time, hard and fast, for hours on end. The poetic screams of my kill heated me from the inside out. It wasn’t normal, I wasn’t normal, but I had accepted that fact many years ago. My love for death had been born when I was still a child, forced into violence by the most depraved of circumstances. For a time, I fought the sick need for brutality that stayed with me long after the blood had been washed from my body. Now, I motherfucking embraced it. Rotating my head, I groaned before palming the thick length of my dick behind my zipper. Yep, I was sick, and the next forty-eight hours were going to be painful with no outlet for the need that would build inside me. Sure, Beauty was all female with the parts I needed to gorge upon, but there was no way she’d be a willing participant in my animalistic need. I’d have to wait until this job was over, then I could call on one of my regular women, or perhaps pick up a new one from a local bar. Maybe a blonde . . . 
 
    As if my thoughts alone had conjured her, Beauty wandered into the living room. She moved gracefully and quietly, doing her best to go unnoticed, obviously a habit from the hell she had been living. Her pale features could almost blend into the bleached white surroundings of Algis’ home, but I wasn’t a man you could sneak by.  
 
    She’d obviously managed to sleep for a few hours, the dark circles beneath her eyes were a little softer. Her wild mane of hair had been twisted into a thick braid and hung over one shoulder. She was still wearing a business shirt that obviously belonged to Algis, and had added sweatpants that hung off her thin frame. Luckily for her, Algis wasn’t exactly a bulky male, so the clothes would do for now. The knife I’d gifted her last night was still clenched in her fist. Watching me from the corner of her eye, she took a chance at turning her back to me to peer out the window. Dull, blue light was beginning to filter through it, the night gradually edging toward morning. With my ankle resting on top of one knee, my body relaxed in the white, leather sofa while I watched her. Healed of her bruises and with a few extra pounds, she’d be a fucking stunner, unparalleled.  
 
    Her shoulders lifted and fell with a long, audible sigh, and she finally turned to face me, all signs of subterfuge gone.  
 
    “When can I go home?” 
 
    Straight to the point. Her little hands curled into fists at her sides, the long, sharp blade hanging from one. She was stronger than others who had endured what she had. I was curious about the girl she was before her abduction. Was she strong too, or did circumstances mold her into the resilient creature that stood before me? Did she always have that crazed gleam to her eye? Or was that too courtesy of Algis?  
 
    “Home is not an option right now,” I answered. I was being a cryptic bastard, and honestly, I wasn’t sure why. Handing her off to someone else would be so easy. They’d place her somewhere safe or help her find her way home. The selfish bastard in me wanted to keep her close, though, for now. Beauty’s nose scrunched up in frustration, and she moved restlessly from one foot to the other.  
 
    “Why the hell not?” she snapped. 
 
    I bet she never spoke to Algis like that, all thorns and barbs. Fortunately, I didn’t mind it, in fact, I loved it.  
 
    “Perhaps you could help me with something.” Her face paled. I didn’t think such snowy skin could lighten any more. “Not like that,” I gruffly huffed out, my foot falling to the thick carpet, my forearms braced on my knees. “I don’t buy women, nor do I sell them.” The stiffness that had quickly invaded her limbs seemed to disappear, but she still looked wary. “Trust me, Beauty, I have no problem finding willing women to fuck. You, though, are a loose end, a piece of the puzzle that doesn’t fit anywhere, and it will be my job to make sure you fit somewhere.” 
 
    “I won’t allow another man to use me again,” she murmured, after a long pause.  
 
     I believed her. She’d take the knife I had gifted her and slice a man deep before being enslaved again, I could see it in the wild gleam to her eyes. 
 
    “There are other men I am searching for, friends of Algimas Bakaitis, men you may have met during your time with him. You may have even visited their homes.” 
 
    “I didn’t travel often, and when I did he drugged me to keep me compliant.” 
 
    A recollection of her travels would have been helpful, but it didn’t matter. The men I was searching for were buried deep underground in an attempt to escape the reach of Charlie, but they wouldn’t remain that way for long. There had never been a target I couldn’t find.   
 
    “Perhaps I can show you pictures, and you can see if anybody stands out in your memory.” 
 
    Beauty stared at me, an unnerving look on her face, her eyes boring into mine as if trying to bury beneath my skin and see who I really was. She could stare all she wanted, but she’d never figure it out. I was, if anything, a master at keeping my emotions in check. 
 
    “Where’s your home?” I sighed, wondering myself and sorely after a change in subject. The way she continued to gape at me was beginning to piss me off.   
 
    She didn’t answer for a moment, but her brow was creased in thought. “I’m not sure exactly.”  
 
    Interesting. She couldn’t remember, or she didn’t have a home? Had Algis picked her up off the street? The homeless were the easiest to procure.  
 
    “I’m a bit mixed-up . . . up here.” She pointed to her head.  
 
    A mixed-up mind was something I knew well.  
 
    “Well, that is a conundrum. Perhaps you could give me a name, your real name?” 
 
    More confusion wavered in her features.  
 
    “Beauty.” 
 
    My brow rose as I watched her edge closer to the sofa opposite me. It was like gaining the trust of a wild animal.  
 
    “I was under the impression that Algimas gave you that name. Surely you had another name, a surname?” 
 
    Her head tilted to one side, those big doe-like eyes snagged on mine and not letting me go. Any signs of confusion had been shut down, revealing nothing but a blank mask. 
 
    “I don’t remember it.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I murmured as she finally sat her pert ass on the corner of the cushion, the hand with the knife resting in her lap, the other resting protectively on top of it. Nodding, I relaxed back in my own chair. If she was suffering some form of post-traumatic stress disorder, her memories might have been locked away, just waiting to come tumbling out.  
 
    “Why can’t I go home?” she persisted.  
 
    “It’s not safe.” My tone was brisk, hoping to brush away her persistent questioning.  
 
    While her tenacity was somewhat admirable, it was also raising my ire. I wasn’t accustomed to being questioned, or having my authority doubted.  
 
    “Why is it not safe for me? You have Algis, why can’t I leave?” 
 
    “Algimas shared you with his associates and friends, did he not?” With my temper frayed, I growled out the words and watched as Beauty sat a little straighter. “Do you think those men will simply let you walk away?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “Why would they care?” 
 
    “They care about their reputations. Most of these men have wives, families, money, careers, you threaten their pretentious existence.” 
 
    Expecting her to continue firing questions my way, I sat ready and waiting, my body coiled tight with tension. I was grabbing at straws because there was no real reason why she couldn’t go, just my own perverse fascination.  
 
     “Maybe I could go somewhere they wouldn’t find me,” she eventually murmured, more to herself than to me.  
 
    “And where exactly would you go?” 
 
    “Oymyakon, in Siberia. It’s remote and its freezing temperatures make it almost uninhabitable. Population fifty,” her eyes came back to mine and a small sign of sadness filled those doe-like orbs. “Or it was three years ago when I did an assignment for my geography class in school.”  
 
    “You remember school?” I wondered out loud. 
 
    Shrugging, her attention slipped past me and to the window.  
 
    “I remember Oymyakon.” 
 
    “And you want to live there, in Oymyakon?”  
 
    “I want to live.” 
 
    And there it was. The crux of all living creatures, that driving need to live. I’d bet everything I owned that it wasn’t always the case. There would have been a time when she longed to court death. 
 
    Standing to my feet I slipped my hands into my pockets. She didn’t like me standing over her, I could tell from the way she fidgeted before me, her wary gaze locked on mine. 
 
    “How often did you beg Algimas for death, how often did you pray for the heavens to take you?” 
 
    Like a rubber band her spine snapped straight and color filled her cheeks.  
 
     “You shouldn’t judge what you don’t understand.” 
 
    I understood, I understood better than most, but she didn’t know that, nor would she ever. That was my personal hell, a time when death would have been a blessed gift. Instead I had murdered and bled my way out of it with the help of Charlie Decena. It would be a moment in history we would take to the grave in silence.  
 
    “And I can guarantee you it wasn’t as often as you think. The few times I did pray, it was for a knife so I could slice his throat wide open and bath in his blood.” 
 
    Murderous and defiant. My lips lifted in a smile that I felt all the way to my eyes, and her lovely arched brow creased with bewilderment. Damn, the bloody minx was adorable.  
 
    Chuckling, I turned my back and wandered to the window she had been peering out moments ago. I had three men out there, watching and waiting in shifts, to notify me if anyone breeched the perimeter. They hadn’t asked any questions when I told them the timeline had been extended to a further forty-eight hours. I had no doubt they each had thoughts on the matter, but they wouldn’t voice them. I paid them damn good money not to.  
 
    “You are a conundrum, Beauty,” I whispered. “A sweet conundrum,” I added as I peered back over my shoulder.  
 
    “If I can’t go home, what will happen to me?”   
 
    Turning to face her, I slipped my hands into my pockets. What would happen to her, indeed? There were many things I wanted to see happen to her, most of which involved me putting my mouth on her or my dick in her. What would she say if she knew I was right now imagining her clutching her ankles, her ass presented to the air as I fucked her from behind?  
 
    Keep her.  
 
    It was an insidious voice that had reared its manic head the moment I’d seen her in the Kensington mansion.  
 
    I want her.  
 
    Take her.  
 
    Make her yours.  
 
    She should have been damaged, and yet the woman who stood before me was proud, strong, and perhaps a little bit crazy. This world needed crazy if you were going to survive it. Perhaps she could be mine. How far would she let me push her? Anyone who was brave enough to belong to me would need to be prepared for the murder and mayhem that was my life.   
 
    “What do you want to do to Algimas?” 
 
    The question seemed to catch her off guard. With a quizzical look she shook her head.  
 
    “What’s that got to do with what’s going to happen to me?” 
 
    “More than you can possibly hope to understand. So tell me, what dark, bloodthirsty desires do you covet in that wounded mind of yours, hmm?” 
 
    Standing, she huffed out a breath of air with frustration. It was charming. She looked a flustered mess, trying to unravel my intents.  
 
    “What would I do to him? I’ve already told you what I’d do.” She raised the knife up high between us. “I could slice this deep into his stomach, peel back his skin and look behind his bony rib cage to see if he does have a heart.” Her eyes lit up. “I could rape him in the ass with it, like he did me, except I’d use the blade!” The excitement in her eyes died down, and her chin lowered. “Does that make you happy? My wicked thoughts? Does it make you hard?” she spat out. She had no fucking idea. “Stop playing your stupid games, and just tell me the truth!” 
 
    Her temper had flared bright and bold, and I loved it. My dick, which had taken the longest time to relax back into a flaccid state, snapped back to attention.   
 
    “The truth?” I growled. “The truth is you’re an obligation few will want to take on for anything other than nefarious purposes. The truth is there are people who would find your death convenient. The truth is, I want to keep you, but I don’t have much use for a broken fucking doll. My life is about pain, death, and torture. I’m a killer, and I’m paid damn good money to do it. I’m not sure you have what it takes to survive my world.” 
 
    Her body quaked like a feather caught in a draft, her eyes wide with panic, those damn hands curled into fists.  
 
    “Keep me?” The word was pushed out through tight lips.  
 
    Smirking, I stared her down. “Does that scare you?” 
 
    “Nothing scares me anymore.”  
 
    Her whispered words were received as a challenge. They made me want to pick her apart, one delicious piece at a time, until I could figure her out, because there would be something buried deep inside her soul that absolutely terrified her. My gaze skimmed her delicate features, only anger and manic confusion present. Hmmm, what was she scared of? I needed to know, my fascination with mysteries urged me to put the pieces together. Perhaps she no longer feared Algimas now that he was strung up like a butcher’s prize. She didn’t appear to fear me, but maybe, just maybe, she feared something a little closer to home. Her monster.  
 
    “Unleash the monster,” I growled. 
 
    I was impatient to see the darkness inside of her. The festering rage beneath her skin needed an outlet, and I was fucking dying to see her release it. Perhaps others would suggest therapy, talking and medication. It was all a fucking joke, there was no talking a twisted mind out of the knots in which it had become tangled, and there was no numbing the pain. I knew exactly what she needed, and I’d keep pushing until that rage was released.  
 
    Tilting her head to one side, her brow furrowed in confusion, she whispered “My monster? You want me to release Algis?” 
 
    Sighing, I reached forward and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. Beauty flinched and looked at me as if I were a bug she’d just squished under her shoe.  
 
    “Love, he’s not the monster I’m talking about.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 BEAUTY 
 
      
 
    Hart confused and irritated me. He talked in riddles and seemed to enjoy my discomfort. He also had no concept of personal space, and his constant touching and close proximity frayed my nerves. He pissed me off, and I found my grip on the knife clenched in my sweaty palm tightening as I imagined stabbing him in his too handsome face. The blasé attitude he was trying to portray was a lie. Behind his penetrating gaze was a darkness, and while I knew I should be fearful of it, I wasn’t. I wanted to climb in there and see it for myself, uncover all the wicked, vile things that lurked inside his mind. Enthralled was perhaps a better explanation for how he made me feel. I wanted to challenge him, and when he pushed me, I wanted to push back, harder.  Right now, though, I just wanted a straight damn answer.  
 
    “Love, he’s not the monster I’m talking about.” What monster did he mean? “Release your monster, Beauty.”  
 
    I could feel the deep frown on my face as I struggled to understand what he meant. My free hand rubbed at the tightening in my chest and I blinked once, then twice as I watched the infuriating man before me. He was looking at me like I might be an insect about to explode. Those calculating eyes were searching for something. His scrutiny only incensed my internal rage and I clenched the knife a little harder. I wanted to lash out and hit something. Breathing rapidly, I shook my head trying to fight the overwhelming emotions storming inside me. My monster? Was he talking about me? Did he see my monster, the wickedness inside me fueled by a hate so intense it saturated my heart and soul? Looking at the knife I clutched as if it were my way to freedom I wondered why Hart wanted me to hurt Algis. Was it a test? Or a trick? Did it even matter? I wanted to hurt Algis, I wanted to hear his screams. Even the simple thought of them made me shudder with delight. To steal his power and deliver back the pain he’d inflicted on me was a gift. I didn’t really care about the repercussions.  
 
    “And then you’ll tell me what will happen to me?” I murmured, somewhat uncaring and yet unable to completely silence my curiosity. 
 
    Hart nodded, stiffly.  
 
    “Pinky promise?”  
 
    His eyes narrowed and brow creased in a most adorable way, those sinful lips frowning with confusion. Obviously, he’d never pinky promised. For me, it was nothing more than a fuzzy notion that floated about inside my head, but the emotion that went with it was one of conviction and certainty. A pinky promise, for someone reason, felt important. I held my finger out in front of my body and didn’t move. I wouldn’t. Not until I had a firm promise from him. If he couldn’t do it, I would try my luck at walking out the front door. Having nothing to my name and barely even a name itself meant I probably wouldn’t get far. But I’d still try. 
 
    Reluctantly, Hart reached forward and linked his pinky around mine. “I promise,” he murmured.  
 
    Happy he had partaken in this unbreakable contract, I pulled my hand away. Well, that was that, then. Hart would tell me what would happen to me, as soon as I unleashed my monster on Algis. 
 
    “Is he awake?” I asked. There was no way I was allowing Algis to miss all the fun and pain.  
 
    A spearing arrow of sunlight shot through the large window, hitting the blade of the knife I was still holding. How poetic that one of the first rays of morning light to touch the room happened to find the weapon in my hand. It looked so beautiful as I turned it over. It was just a kitchen knife, but completely stainless-steel from the handle to the blade, and I knew first hand that Algis kept his knives sharp enough to slice easily through flesh. 
 
    “I would imagine he is awake and probably a little miffed as to why he’s hanging in his dungeon.” 
 
    Hart’s voice was so close it startled me. My gaze rose to his light-colored eyes, the amber so striking in the early morning light they almost appeared gold. They were fringed with long, dark lashes and crinkles at the corners. Eyes that could be mistaken for charming, sexy even. I saw beyond the lie, though, I saw the astute intelligence that was constantly assessing and often dispassionate. Some might see an arrogant man, but I didn’t think it was arrogance, it was confidence. There was no doubt in my mind that this man was a killer, and he likely had no regret for the lives he had taken. If they were men like Algis, then I didn’t regret he’d killed them, either.  
 
    Feeling once again a little overwhelmed by his proximity, rather than reveal my discomfort, I simply dismissed him by turning on my heel and stalked through the home. Having Hart at my back was disconcerting, but my need to find some modicum of power pushed me to be brave. Now that I’d made my choice, I was eager to get started. The thought of Algis’ blood, screams, and tears made me a little giddy with excitement, and a giggle burst free from my lips. This was going to be so much fun.   
 
    I took the steps down into the long, tiled corridor, coming to a stop at the closed door to the dungeon. Fear that once coursed through my veins at the very thought of this room was replaced with a morbid enthusiasm. Hart was not far behind me, and although he gave the impression of a man following, I think he was silently pushing and urging me forward.  
 
    My hand shook as I gripped the door knob and turned it, pressing the heavy, steel door open. For a moment, my breath caught with appreciation. Algis was still hanging in the middle of the room, but now he was awake, dark, sunken, evil-filled eyes scowled at me from beneath his stringy hair. Through the ball-gag, he mumbled something unintelligible.  
 
    There was no hesitation as I stepped into the room. Memories tried to jostle for position in my mind: the floggings, the beatings, the intrusion of his unwanted body in mine. Blood, sweat, tears. A growl worked its way up my throat, and my fist clenched the handle of the knife a little tighter, while my other hand went to my head, tugging with frustration and pulling strands free from the loose braid. A large, masculine hand took my wrist, and my eyes, which had clamped shut, snapped open.  
 
    “Let them in.” Hart released my wrist and tapped my temple with a finger. “Let them in and unleash your monster.”  
 
    Let them in? He had no idea the damage it would do to my mind to release those horrid memories.  
 
    “Oh, hello there,” Hart said in a cheerful voice, his attention now on Algis. 
 
    More garbled noise came from behind the gag. 
 
    “Let me get that for you.” Hart moved behind Algis and unclipped the straps on the leather, then wrenched the ball from his mouth with little finesse. Algis snarled with pain and worked his jaw. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on? Who the fuck are you?” 
 
    Hands sinking casually into his pockets, Hart stood before Algis, rocking on his feet and looking proud as punch.   
 
    “Of course, excuse my bad manners. My name is Hart Cordell.” Algis’ face paled, and he wriggled in his chains, his toes just scraping the cold concrete beneath his feet. 
 
    “Hart?” Did his voice hold a tremor?  
 
    “I have a feeling you’ve heard of me, hmmm?” Hart purred. “And if you’ve heard of me, then you know my employer, which means you know why I’m here.” 
 
    “I-I-I have no idea why you are here,” Algis stammered. 
 
    Hart tsked Algis. “Lies are for the weak, Algimas Bakaitis.” 
 
    “Whatever you’ve heard is wrong.” 
 
    “Don’t bother trying to convince me. Decena will be your judge, jury, and most likely, executioner.” 
 
    “D-D-D Decena?” 
 
    “Algimas, you shouldn’t have fucked with Charlie’s family.” Hart’s tone was almost sympathetic. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Chuckling, he leaned forward, then in the silence of the dungeon lit with bright, fluorescent tubes, he whispered, “Gina.”  
 
    I didn’t think it was possible, but Algis paled even further. Hart’s grin widened to something real and honest as he meandered away, glancing over the walls and countertops of horrors.  
 
    “Let me down, and I’ll willingly go with you. We can get this shit sorted out, once and for all. Let me deal with Beauty, and then we’ll be on our way.” Although Algis seemed nervous, even fearful of Hart and this Charlie Decena, the way he spat out “beauty” was with hate and venom, the same hate and venom he always bestowed upon me.  
 
    “Hmmm,” Hart murmured. “Therein lies the problem.” 
 
    “What fucking problem?” 
 
    “I must confess, Algimas, I enjoy a good fuck as much as the next man.” His fingers danced over the sex toys, knives, and chains presented like a macabre surgeon’s table. “The vast difference between me and you, Algimas, is I don’t need to rape and abuse women to get off.” Algis’ face reddened with anger, and for the first time in a long time, I smiled. “Beauty here,” Hart said with a soft inflection in his tone that made my name sound like something else, something new, something treasured, “she is owed her time with you before Decena takes what’s left. Love, why don’t you get started?” 
 
    Love? If my heart weren’t tethered behind thorns and shackles, it might have taken flight and soared. 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” Algis demanded, spluttering with indignation.  
 
    My gaze raked over his body, not with lust, but repulsion. He wasn’t just ugly on the inside, he was ugly on the outside, too. Gangly limbs and sharp shoulders that stooped forward reminded me of a vulture, his hooked nose not unlike the bird’s beak. He was a scavenger, too, preying on the vulnerable and weak.  
 
    Where would I start? What would I do? His ribs jutted out from his chest, his hip bones were hard and bony on his skinny frame, and his dick hung limply between his hairy legs. There, perhaps I should start there. My fingers tightened around the blade. I could cut it off and jam it down his throat. It would at least silence the rubbish falling from his obscene mouth right now. Perhaps I should ask Hart to put the ball gag back in place, but at the same time, I didn’t want to silence his screams of agony. 
 
    “When I have trouble deciding,” came Hart’s voice right by my ear, “I find it sometimes easier to start small and work my way up to the big finale. What was the first thing he took from you?” 
 
    My head hung to one side in thought, giving Hart room to rest his chin on my shoulder. The bristles from his unshaven jaw caught in my wayward strands of hair. My concentration was too deep to be concerned by how close he was once again standing. The first thing Algis took from me? Her . . . he took her from me. Then he took her virginity. Wrists bound, back pressed down on the stainless-steel table while Matis secured the cuffs trapping her wrists above her head. Unwilling legs pried open, her nakedness right there for Algis’ observation as she sobbed for him to please stop. Then he forced himself inside her, fucking her brutality until the blood made the dry invasion smoother but no less painful. A tear slipped over my lashes at the memory. Lucy, poor Lucy. My hand rose to my ear, tugging at a phantom pain there. Pain? Another memory pushed forward.  
 
    “The only shiny objects your body shall adorn will be chains, my sweet, innocent Beauty.” 
 
    Earrings ripped from their lobes, as devastating screams filled the dungeon and blood trickled down her neck. That was the first thing he took. Her fucking earrings. Spinning, I moved to the table of horrors and looked over the objects that had been used to torture me. Reluctantly, I placed the knife on the table and picked up a pair of surgical scissors.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” Algis screamed. “Put them down now, or I swear once I’m free I’ll jam them up your pussy so hard they’ll split you in half.” The threat was real, but I took comfort in the fact he was chained, and I was not.  
 
    Moving forward I reached for his hair, and pulled his head to one side. Algis struggled and Hart swiftly moved in behind him, holding his head in place with rough hands.  
 
    Tugging on his sagging earlobe, I held the scissors up while Algis continued to scream obscenities, flailing about in his chains. Excitement made my hands quiver with impatient fervor right before I cut his ear, the sharp blade of the scissors snipping through the flesh like butter. Screams filled with obscenities quickly changed to screams of agony, and I smiled as blood quickly pooled at the wound, before dripping with morbid beauty down his neck. The flesh between my fingers felt supple and slippery, and I threw it to the concrete floor. Moving to the other side, I cut the other fleshy lobe, finding Algis’ cries helped drown out the memories of my torture. While the world around me echoed with sound, my mind was blissfully quiet. 
 
    Blood coated my fingers, and I flicked it away as I let the scissors slip from my hand. The moment was hypnotic, my mind, heart, and body at peace for the first time in a long time. Hart watched me with pure rapture. He liked my monster, and oddly enough, so did I. The room around me began to soften with a fog-like mist, and the sound of faint music played from somewhere far away. It wasn’t pop music, but classical, piano, the notes melodic and light. My peaceful mind played over the image of a girl dancing, her long blonde hair twisted into a tight bun, her face youthful and innocent. It was her. Enthralled by her presence in my thoughts, I winced at the sound of Algis’ screams that tried to take the moment away from me. Turning, I moved swiftly from the room, down the gloomy hallway and up the narrow stairs, pushing through the door at the top and back out into the light. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 HART 
 
      
 
    Watching Beauty’s retreating form, I let go of the greasy hair I’d been holding onto in a vice like grip and let Algimas’ face fall forward. A wretched wail fell from his lips, drivel mingled with sobs that made no sense, filled the otherwise silence of the room. My heart was beating heavy and fast, my cock aching, balls tight. Watching Beauty cut into Algimas had been magical. Moving around to face the snivelling arsehole, I rotated my neck to work out the kinks and stood before him.  
 
    “You’ve no doubt made many bad decisions in your miserable life,” I murmured, catching his attention. Red rimmed eyes greeted me. “But, Gina and Beauty would have to be your most regretful decisions, I would say, hmmm?”  
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    Chuckling at his complete lack of originality, I pulled my fist back and punched the man, his rib cracking beneath my knuckles. Algimas’ screams were an arena-worthy performance, music to my ears. I wanted to give him more, I wanted to be the one to hurt him, the dance between victim and predator a delicate transfer of misery and pain. To quiet my own monster, I needed it, but he was Beauty’s, and I wouldn’t take from her.  
 
    Turning, I left the room, curious at what that faraway look had been in Beauty’s gaze before she abruptly fled. Pinky promise . . . shaking my head, I ascended the stairs. It had been such a childish request, though she was definitely all woman, and when she presented me with her little finger, there hadn’t been anything but a grave expression on her face. It was important to her, and that made it important to me. 
 
    I found her in the living room again, pressing almost feverishly at the buttons of a hand held remote, pointing it towards the impressive stereo system mounted into the wall. Huffing with frustration, she threw the remote which hit the sofa with an unsatisfying thump. Moving forward, I studied the system and found it could be blue-toothed to a device. I picked up the remote, turned it on, then pulled my cell phone from my pocket.  
 
    “What are you in the mood for?” I asked.  
 
    She spun to face me, as if only now realizing I was in the room with her. 
 
    “Beethoven, ‘Moonlight Sonata’.” 
 
    The request surprised me, but I searched for the piece of music, found it, connected to Algimas’ system, and pressed play. Turning the speakers up, I watched the euphoria fall upon Beauty’s features.  
 
    “She danced,” she whispered.  
 
    “Who?” I asked, utterly intrigued.  
 
    Those beautiful doe eyes found mine, and the soft, peaceful smile that graced her lips almost knocked me from my feet.  
 
    “Lucy.” 
 
    The name wasn’t much more than a whisper, but it snagged my attention as I watched Beauty begin to dance. Not like one might do at a night club, but classical ballet. Her feet moved, rising to her toes, somewhat robotic at first before soon becoming graceful and fluid. Her arms extended, almost like wings, her fingers hypnotic with their nimble movement, still coated in Algis’ blood. The arch of her neck seemed to lengthen, and her entire body became light as a feather. She flowed like some sort of a nymph around the room, and I was captivated. There had been a day when I vowed I’d never be held captive again, but here, in this moment, she had me. Beauty ensnared me, this perplexing combination of delicate and violent, and she wasn’t even trying. More bewildering was the fact I wasn’t fighting it. 
 
    Collapsing back into the leather sofa, I watched, unable to look away, her rapturous performance much more powerful than any strip show I’d ever encountered. Lucy. She was the girl before Beauty, the innocent little flower Algimas had stolen and destroyed. No, he hadn’t destroyed her, he’d simply buried her under hate and pain, allowing Beauty to come forth. I’d heard the saying “dance like no one is watching,” but I’d never found any sentiment or understanding in those words until now. Beauty danced as if she hadn’t a care in the world and I watched her as if she could be my world. The thought slammed into me hard, knocking the breath from my lungs. This girl, who I knew nothing about, a slave, who held my attention like no other, she was more: more than a casual fuck, more than a friend, more than a lover, she had the power to be my everything. 
 
    The song finished and moved on to another, and while Beauty’s mind and heart was willing, her body quickly became exhausted. Her arms were limp, her breathing labored, and a sheen of perspiration made the flyaway strands of her white-blonde hair stick to her neck and face. Using the remote, I stopped the music, and as if cutting the strings on a marionette puppet, her tired arms dropped, and she stilled. 
 
    “Let’s eat.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The scent of grilled steak and baked potatoes filled the kitchen. There were other meats and ingredients filling the fridge and pantry, but I stuck to something I knew well enough not to fuck up. My knife skills were unparalleled, but throw me in a kitchen with ovens, measuring cups, and whisks, and I failed spectacularly. Beauty sat at the kitchen breakfast bar, practically salivating over the food I’d just placed down in front of her. As soon as a steak knife and fork were within reach, she began to devour the meal as if it were her last. Lifting a longneck of some foreign beer to my lips, I watched in fascination as she ate much like she danced, like no one was watching.   
 
    “I only remember bits about her,” she said through a mouthful of food. “My thoughts are muddled, and I’m not sure what’s real and what I’ve made up.” 
 
    She was talking about herself as if she and Lucy were two separate people. The trauma she had suffered no doubt causing her to compartmentalize each identity as a way to protect herself. It was something with which I was intimately acquainted. That time in my life was someone else’s hell. It was almost as though another boy had suffered, and from that hell, I’d been born. Hart Cordell, murderer, torturer, your worst nightmare.  
 
    “What do you remember?” I wondered out loud, intrigued by everything that was Lucy and Beauty.  
 
    She shrugged, ignoring the beer I’d set before her and taking a long drink of water. “Dancing, of course . . . school, but just bits and pieces, like fuzzy photographs, not continuous movies.” Her brow crinkled in the middle with thought. “Lucy told me about a woman, and I feel like she’s in my memories, but then again maybe I created her from the things Lucy told me. She’s Spanish, old, her hair is grey, and she’s full of curves.” Beauty scrunched up her nose and gave her head a sharp shake. Looking at me through her thick lashes, chin lowered and a firm frown in place, she whispered, “Do you think I’m crazy?” 
 
    “This world you and I live in is broken, Beauty. It would be highly unusual if your mind wasn’t a little broken, too.”  
 
    She nodded thoughtfully, unperturbed by the fact that I had just admitted she might be a little bit mad. Maybe she would just as happily embrace that madness. I knew I was prepared to, in fact, I found it quite endearing. Leaning her head to one side, she studied me carefully. “You said I have a monster in me. I can feel it.” Her hand pressed to her chest, and she rubbed as if whatever lay within it caused her pain. “I think my monster lives because of Algis, it wants to hurt him for hurting me.” Beauty was quiet for long moments before she continued, “Is that the same as your monster? Did someone hurt you to make your monster want revenge?” 
 
    Her boldness to ask such a question shouldn’t have surprised me, yet it did. I wasn’t accustomed to such candid questions. Beauty was undoubtedly intelligent, but every now and again, she’d speak with such frank honesty it was almost childlike. The layers to this wounded doll were enthralling. My world was all kinds of fucked up, and the monster inside me was born from pure evil. It was a part of me now, wrapped around my soul and spread through my heart with such brutal and savage beauty.  
 
    “Let’s just say,” I murmured after a long pause where she continued to watch me expectantly, “I was very young when I unleashed my monster for the first time, and the entire experience left scars inside me.” Placing my hand over my chest, I showed her where the monster dwelled.  
 
    One of her dainty hands went to her own chest and she rubbed soothingly, as if trying to pacify the rage within. A crease appeared between her brows as she concentrated on whatever thought was churning away behind those pretty eyes. 
 
    “I know that’s not the way it’s supposed to be.” 
 
    Almost missing the whispered words, I pushed my empty plate aside and leaned forward.  
 
    “What’s not the way it’s supposed to be?” 
 
    “Sex.” Her pale cheeks deepened to a beautiful, red glow.  
 
    “Really?” I arched a brow her way, somewhat taken aback by the fact this was something she wanted to talk about.  
 
    “Lucy had an orgasm once, with a boy she danced with.” 
 
    Glazed eyes full of memories left mine to search for something over my shoulder, something far away and almost out of reach.  
 
    “Don’t leave me hanging, Beauty,” I purred when she didn’t continue. 
 
    “Lucy’s dance partner was older, twenty maybe, and she had just turned fifteen. He touched her, used his hand to bring her pleasure.” It was far too young for a boy who was practically a man to be touching her. It galled me to think that so many men in her life had taken advantage of her, even before Algimas had taken the mother lode. Beauty’s lids lowered as she watched me under dark, sweeping lashes. “She liked it. It’s not supposed to be like Algis made it, he is a rapist who got off on pain.” Pools of grief filled her big eyes for just a fleeting moment. “He took what wasn’t his to take.” Pushing aside the sorrow, anger contorted her stunning features. “I fucking hate him. Why can’t I take his last breath? Her monster was snapping to be unleashed again, so soon after she’d begun her assault on Algimas. 
 
    “Because the man who is owed it . . . his sister suffered, too.” I found myself divulging information I wouldn’t normally reveal. The whys in my life didn’t matter. It was simply the way it was, and I refused to deviate from the job at hand, even for her. 
 
    “Algis took her, like he took me?” She gasped, wide eyes full of shock.  
 
    “Not exactly, but he was an instigator in her torment. Trust me, Beauty, Charlie Decena is owed Aglimas’ dying breath.” 
 
    Before I could say anything more, my cell phone began to vibrate against the granite bench top. It made Beauty jump, but she was quick to settle, turning her attention to the meal before her. Checking the display, I noted it was Henry, one of my men helping me keep the perimeter secure. Swiping the screen, I brought the phone to my ear.  
 
    “Boss, I’ve got Matis Matulevičius at the front gate. Should I intercept him or let him through?” 
 
    Matis was Algimas’ personal assistant, and also a private security guard. Former military, he was smart, strong, and if rumors were true, his mind was just as sick as Algimas’, maybe more so. Charlie had no interest in Matis, but glancing at Beauty’s damaged body, I wondered if we might have business with him alongside Algimas in the dungeon. 
 
    “Let him through,” I murmured before disconnecting the call, all the while never taking my eyes of Beauty. “Tell me about, Matis.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 BEAUTY 
 
      
 
    Memories of pain, blood, and tears slammed into my head, swallowing me into the inky darkness of torture and misery.   
 
    My body was jarred viciously back and forth as Matis pumped into me, my dry pussy splitting with searing heat each time he thrust. The bag over my head was sucked tight against my face as my starved lungs screamed for air. Another sharp, agonizing cut pierced the flesh on my shoulder, and I would have screamed had I been able to. My vision was distorted through the clear plastic, but it wasn’t enough to obscure Matis’ soulless black eyes and features strained with hate and lust as he leaned forward to lick the blood from the new incision in my flesh.  
 
    “Fucking bitch, you make me so fucking hard it makes me sick,” he spat as my vision finally began to waver. 
 
    “Beauty!” 
 
    With an unrestrained roar, I pulled myself from the memory and back into the kitchen where I’d been sitting with Hart. Somehow, I’d made my way to the cold tiles, my back pressed hard against the wall, my rapid breaths and out of control heart a swift reminder of how violent and vicious my memories could be. Hart ruthlessly grabbed my cheeks in the palms of his hands, demanding my full attention, his face set in a fierce scowl, his monster burning bright within the depths of his eyes.  
 
    “Let it out,” he demanded, not giving me an inch to move. “Unleash it.” 
 
    Matis’ abuse swirled around my mind, and with each horrific moment I recalled, my panic was replaced by burning anger. My palms that lay flat against the hard tiles curled into fists and moved to latch on to Hart’s forearms, fingernails digging into his flesh.  
 
    “He hurt me.” My voice was different. Deeper, with a texture as coarse as sandpaper.  
 
    “Then hurt him back.” Hart’s fury didn’t disappear, but his eyes did soften ever so slightly. His grip on my face gentled until he finally pulled away. My hands slid down his strong forearms until they slipped into Hart’s large, calloused ones. He tugged me to stand and grinned. 
 
    “Let’s introduce him to the new Beauty.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cold hands sat pressed together in my lap, my fingers knotted, worrying the quick of one nail. Sitting on the living room sofa, staring at the large, arched doorway that led from the wide, open entrance, I waited. Underlying hints of Algis’ clove cigarettes were more noticeable in here than any other room in the house. I hated that smell, the stench made me want to gag. Leaning against the fireplace, Hart rubbed his jaw, the clean-shaven face from the night before filled with a dusky shadow. His gun hung from his other hand in a loose grip that expressed a casual, confident manner. From where he stood, it was doubtful that Matis would notice him when he entered the room, his attention would likely be reserved for me. I was never allowed to take such casual liberties with Algis’ home, my place was on the floor.  
 
    The heavy slam of the front door indicated Matis was in the house. A combination of nerves and excitement assailed me, but one look at Hart calmed the incessant flutter. He was watching me, his intense gaze confident, his grip on the gun tightening. With one subtle nod, he assured me that everything would be okay, and I believed him. That trust could be my downfall. This stranger was a big, powerful man who could so easily overpower me. He could toss me to the wolves, even the one headed this way. Some long-buried instinct that reeked of hope told me he wouldn’t, though. I believed Hart might be a little like me, tragically broken. Or maybe I was a little like him, a savage creature. 
 
    Not wanting to give away Hart’s position, I waited for Matis, my eyes glued to the living room entrance. Thudding footsteps on the high polished tile grew closer and closer, the muttering from his all too familiar mouth in his native language causing my heart to gallop. Soon enough he was strolling into the room as if he hadn’t a care in the world. With the sun now high in the sky, the enormous windows allowed the room to fill with bright light, casting away any shadows I might hope to hide within. Dressed in a well-tailored suit over his hard body, Matis looked formidable, but the truth was, he wasn’t. He was human, and very much susceptible to bleeding. Though I was vibrating with barely restrained impatient energy, I remained still as Matis raised his head and came to an abrupt stop. Surprise was quickly replaced with anger, his hands falling to his sides as he slipped his phone into a pocket.  
 
    “Beauty,” he sneered, “what the fuck do you think you are wearing?” Oh yes, how could I forget? Clothing was a luxury long since stripped from me. “And what the fuck do you think you are doing sitting on the sofa? Get on your fucking knees,” Matis bellowed, and I didn’t move a single muscle.  
 
    “I’ve got an even better idea,” said Hart, stepping away from the fireplace and resting his gun against the back of Matis’ skull. “How about you get on your knees.” I watched with fascination as Matis jarred to a stop, his face paling at Hart’s softly spoken words. “Beauty.” Off his lips the name held a wealth of tenderness, unlike when Matis spat it out with such disparaging care, “would you mind disarming Matis for me, love?” 
 
    There was that word again, and it did something unfamiliar to my body, making my stomach flutter and heart warm. Standing, I took the few short steps forward but hesitated to reach and take the gun I knew Matis wore in a holster under his jacket. Not because of fear, but because I wanted to savor every moment of the sweet burning anger that bled into Matis’ reddening face. 
 
    “If he tries anything, I’ll pull this trigger, and you can watch his blood decorate this ridiculous white room.” Hart’s description warmed my heart even further. He thought I was scared and was hoping to make me feel safe. It was . . . sweet. “You would like that, wouldn’t you?” he said with a grin. I tried to fight my smile, but it was as futile as Matis believing he would leave this room breathing.  
 
    Matis seethed, spittle flying from his lips as he hissed, “You fucking touch me and I’ll gut you, girl.” 
 
    He could try, he might even get a fist to my flesh, but Hart would pull the trigger, and Matis would cease to exist. Such a beautiful ending for such a vile human being. While it seemed a pretty ending to his life, it was too quick for what he truly deserved. I wanted to taunt and play a little first. Reaching forward, I peeled Matis’ jacket aside and wrapped my fingers around the gun, drawing it away. And Matis didn’t move. So disappointing. 
 
    “He’s little more than a pitiful twat when someone bigger and meaner is in the room.” Hart tauntingly chuckled, kicking Matis in the back of the legs and sending him to his knees with a grunt. Another weapon was removed from Matis’ ankle holster, then Hart backed away, keeping his gun trained on the furious man as he sunk into the sofa behind me.  
 
    “He’s all yours, Beauty. What would you like to do to him, hmmm?” 
 
    What did I want to do to him? I wanted to degrade him. I wanted to make him scream. I wanted to destroy him piece by piece until all that was left was a bloody mess of flesh and bone. Before I could do anything, though, I had unanswered questions that had burned on my tongue for the last three years.  
 
    “Why do you hate me?” I wondered aloud, my voice soft and feminine again after the monstrous growl that had slipped from my lips in the kitchen.  
 
    Matis didn’t answer. Instead, he spat at me before clamping his lips shut, the phlegm landing on my shirt. My gaze dropped to the offensive mess, and unable to stand anything of this man on any part of me for a second longer, I unbuttoned the shirt and peeled it from my skin, leaving my top bare. Nudity was something I had been unwillingly forced to find comfort in. Clothes, even though they gave me a measure of control and a feeling of being human again, almost felt constricting against my body. Before I could repeat my question, fabric was wrapped over my shoulders. The coarse texture of Hart’s long-sleeved shirt caressed my skin. 
 
    “I don’t want him to see you like that anymore.” 
 
    A new question was set ablaze. Why? Why would Hart care who saw my nakedness? 
 
    “Wear it for me, please.”  
 
    His softly whispered plea, though confusing, touched my heart. I passed him Matis’ weapon so I could pull the shirt over my head. Before I could cover my breasts and stomach, Hart stopped me with a hand over mine.  
 
    “I heard a rumor once, Matis. Something about knives and fucking.” Matis looked flustered, but still refused to speak. “Tell me, did you put these marks on Beauty’s fair skin?” With his free hand, Hart moved to touch a long, fine silver scar on my stomach. Even though I was nervous with his contact, I didn’t shy away from it, because for now, I was going to trust him. There was also something comforting in the way his finger barely whispered across my flesh. Maybe I was so ravenous for gentle affection I could perhaps ignore the fact that this man had no damn boundaries when it came to touching me. “What about this one?” he continued, one finger tracing a barely discernable line along my rib cage. My body felt peculiar, my breasts heavy as my nipples drew to hard peaks. “What about, this one?” Another of Matis’ marks was pointed out, this one following the line of my collar bone. Everywhere Hart’s calloused finger contacted my flesh, a tingling sensation was left in its wake. The feeling was unlike anything I could remember, the tenderness peeling away the thorns that surrounded my heart. Taking the fabric from my fingers, Hart tugged the shirt down over my nakedness. “Tell me, Matis, does the thought of your flesh being sliced open turn you on?” 
 
    Hart dropped his chin on my shoulder, as he had in the dungeon, and like an affection-starved cat, I leaned into him, my cheek brushing his. Snaking his arm around my front, Hart placed the weapon back in my hand, and we stood there in a loose embrace, watching Matis tremble with barely restrained anger.  
 
    “Your timing is rather inconvenient, Hart,” Matis forced out. “You see, Algimas had grown bored of his plaything. She’s getting older, her flesh bears scars, and he prefers them younger, tighter, innocent.” Matis speared me with a hateful look. “Today he was handing her over to me. Do you want to know what I had planned for you, Beauty?” I didn’t move, but my body tensed as if to protect myself from whatever rubbish he was going to throw my way. “I was going to use my favorite blade.” Matis grinned, the look on his face one with which I was intimately acquainted, pure evil. “I was going to slice open your stomach and fuck your intestines—”  
 
    Uncaring of what else he had to say, I lifted the gun and pointed it right at his head.  
 
    “Go on, you stupid cunt, pull the fucking trigger.” 
 
    Hart’s hand wrapped around mine, embracing me and the weapon simultaneously. His lips brushed my ear, and goose pimples blossomed across my flesh.  
 
    “That would be too quick and painless. I have something else in mind.” Then Hart proceeded to murmur instructions for some things he wanted me to collect from the dungeon. 
 
    Minutes later, after I’d gathered everything he’d asked for, Matis lay trussed up on the floor, naked, his arms and legs hogtied behind him, rope wrapped around his neck and attached to the knots at his back. The way in which Hart so easily subdued the large man, his deft fingers looping and tying off the rope was hypnotic. 
 
    “First things first,” Hart began, and I stood beside him, eagerly anticipating whatever he had in mind. “Music. There is nothing quite as beautiful as blood spilled to the perfect song.” With his phone in hand, Hart took his time to scroll through a selection of music, eventually making his choice. From the living room speakers a song began to play, and he watched my reaction while wearing a smile filled with expectation and excitement. I wasn’t familiar with this particular piece of music, but as a woman began to sing about running, and hiding, and a hunger inside, I decided I quite liked it. “Monsters, by Ruelle. Appropriate, don’t you think?” 
 
    Turning his attention back to Matis, who continued to curse us out in Russian, Hart shook his head with a tsk.  
 
    “We really have no use for his words. Screams, yes, but this verbal diarrhoea he’s suddenly developed is quite curable. Would you care to help me, love?”  
 
    Kneeling down alongside Matis, Hart held a scalpel in one hand and I quickly joined him, both curious and excited about what would happen next.  
 
    “Obviously our prey can be quite unwilling to have their tongues removed, so we need an extra set of hands for this. Be a doll and pinch his nose, hmmm?” 
 
    Was he kidding? Pinch his nose? Hart watched my confused gaze and nodded toward Matis. Not wanting to disappoint, I reached forward and pinched Matis’ nostrils together. He had gone abruptly quiet, all bar a few pathetic grunts, slamming his mouth shut to avoid Hart reaching his tongue. Soon enough though, his lips parted as he sucked back a long breath of air and Hart was quick to grab the man’s tongue, pull it between his lips, and slice with fast precision.  Matis roared with pain, the shrilling sound entrancing as it bounced off the white, sterile walls.  
 
    “I thought you’d like that,” Hart purred, noticing my smile. 
 
    Then he proceeded to methodically cut Matis, the slices into his flesh deep and exact. All the while he explained how the right placed cuts can either expedite death, or in some cases, make it nice and slow. Like now.    
 
    “When a person is injured and begins losing blood, the body immediately begins working overtime in an attempt to save our prey. Their adrenaline and noradrenaline levels will rise, their blood vessels will constrict, and their heart will speed up but give a thready pulse to try to get oxygen to parts of the body that need it. ’They’ll also begin producing more blood and fluids to try to make up for the lost volume, which, of course, is futile.”  
 
    Matis was breathing hard and fast, spittle and blood oozing from his injured mouth, garbled pained sounds spilling out. It was utterly horrific and absolutely glorious.  
 
    “Soon Matis will begin to feel cold, and his kidneys will likely fail. While in agonizing pain, he will get light headed and dizzy, all the while knowing that his ending is so very near.”  
 
    Then began the sobbing, and my eyes widened in astonishment. Matis was crying.  
 
    “Everyone faces death differently, love. Some go out with dignity, though I confess, they are few. Matis here just pissed himself, very undignified, if I say so myself.”  
 
    “He is weak,” I whispered, and Hart grinned.  
 
    “That he is, love.”  
 
    Whispered flutters filled my stomach, and I recalled a distant memory of feeling this same way when the boy I danced with touched my most intimate parts. Why I would feel it with Hart was quite confusing, but I had to admit I did prefer feeling this way over the pain and rage that normally filled my body. Finally stepping away, Hart placed the scalpel down carefully on a glass top coffee table, then used a towel I had retrieved from the laundry to begin wiping his hands clean. Gazing down upon Matis, Hart appeared proud as punch, with a slight glimmer to his eye that reminded me of mischief and exhilaration.   
 
    Glancing back at the slowly dying Matis, a mess of blood and body fluid, I felt nothing but a settling kind of peace. There was no horror, no shock, or disgust. Just a quiet that I hadn’t felt in many years. The humiliation, fear, and pain he’d wrought on my body had been avenged, and the calm settling peace left in its wake was sheer perfection.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 HART 
 
      
 
    The death Beauty had planned for Matis was too easy, quick, and painless. I’d shown her another way, and the fascination burning in her eyes as she watched me make each exact cut into Matis’ flesh made my cock hard and desire burn fierce. She didn’t recoil at the sight of blood pooling onto the carpet, and she didn’t flinch each time he let out a bellow of pain. In fact, the glassy look in her eyes was almost lustful.  Beauty was now examining the sound system again. With obvious confusion, she glanced over her shoulder and pointed at the device.  
 
    “Can we have more music?” 
 
    Using my phone, I checked I still had a Bluetooth signal, then found Richard Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyries.” It seemed appropriate, dramatic maybe, but suiting to the occasion. Beauty’s eyes lit up as soon as the music began, and she was pulled into dance, unable to stop herself. In nothing but my shirt, which fell mid-thigh, she was goddess. Matis lay bleeding out in the center of the room, red blood a stark contrast against the white carpet and furnishings. And Beauty danced around the macabre centerpiece, taking care not to step into the gore, while I sat on the sofa, more than content to watch. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The smell in the dungeon was pretty rank, Algimas having shit where he hung. The wounds on his ears had stopped bleeding, and his neck and chest were coated in dried blood. From the angle of his shoulders, I would say they had slipped from their sockets some time ago, probably attributing to the fact he was currently passed out. From my back pocket, my cell phone vibrated, and I pulled it free, checking the display before answering. Boss. My lips twitched, a smile threatening to crack my composure. Charlie Decena was not a patient man.  
 
    “Señor Decena,” I answered.  
 
    “Status.” 
 
    Abrupt and to the point, that was the man who ruthlessly controlled the Los Zetas. If our friendship hadn’t been formed under the circumstances it had, he might not have tolerance for my delay in the retrieval of a man he was itching to kill.  
 
    “I’ve met with him.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And . . .” I stalled, walking around Algis’ putrid body, “we’ll be at the warehouse in . . .” Glancing at my watch, I quickly calculated the time I would need. “Thirty-two hours.” 
 
    “What’s the hold up?” 
 
    “I found a broken doll.” 
 
    Silence followed.  
 
    “How broken?” 
 
    “I’m in the process of fixing it.” 
 
    Charlie huffed out an impatient breath of air. 
 
    “You don’t have time to play doctor, Hart. Get on with it. Algimas is mine to kill, sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “I can probably bring that thirty-two down to twenty-eight,” I offered. It should be enough time for Beauty to do what she needed to do. 
 
    Charlie went silent again. “What the fuck are you doing, Hart?” 
 
    He sounded tired, which was completely unlike Charlie Decena. 
 
    “She’s . . . special. Trust me to take care of this.”  
 
    “If it were anyone else . . .” 
 
    He didn’t finish, and he didn’t need to. Our bond gave me a little more leeway than most, but even with that friendship, there was only so much bullshit that Charlie would put up with. The line went dead, and I slipped the phone into my back pocket.  
 
    “What the fuck do you want?”  
 
    The weary tenor brought a smile to my lips, and my head rose to take in the haggard face of Algimas. Deep bruises hung under his eyes, but they still held the fire of a powerful man whose rage was only held back by the predicament in which he found himself.  
 
    “Thirsty?” I asked, grabbing a bottled water I had procured from the fridge in the kitchen. 
 
    “You’re going to allow me water?” 
 
    “Can’t have you dying before we reach Mr. Decena.” 
 
    Angling the bottle toward his lips, I poured and watched as the wretched bastard tried to get as much of the liquid as possible. Most of it trickled down his front, but he managed a few mouthfuls before I pulled the water away. I was only giving him enough to keep him alive. I didn’t want him thriving . . . or thinking I gave a shit.  
 
    “People will be looking for me,” he spluttered.  
 
    “People like Matis?” I asked.  
 
    Algimas didn’t reply, but the confidence in his eyes told me I’d hit the nail on the head.  
 
    “He’s lying dead in your living room. Bled out from a cut . . . well, a few cuts I guess you could say. Nine to be precise. I’m not sure you’ll get that stain out of the carpet.” 
 
    “You killed him?” he hissed, affronted by my confession in a way that made me wonder if they had been more than employer and employee. Perhaps their friendship hadn’t been unlike that of mine and Charlie’s. Or maybe, just maybe, Matis’ apparent hatred of Beauty had more to do with jealousy? 
 
    “I did,” I answered truthfully. “In fact, I saved him from a quick, painless death when Beauty threatened to shoot him in the head. She watched, you know. Enraptured is the only way I could describe the look on her face.” 
 
    Fury had the man’s body move without consent, and he screamed at the pain radiating from his shoulders. Turning, I moved to the bin to discard the water bottle, enjoying every dulcet tone in his cries.  
 
    “Maybe we can come to some sort of an arrangement?”  
 
    Algimas’ voice, though quiet and through gritted teeth, echoed off the walls. It was always the same when death came knocking. Protest, resentment, bribery, and eventually begging. Whatever they could conjure in their tiny little minds to get them out of their predicament, to escape my wrath when it whispered so closely, or in this case, Decena’s wrath. There would be no bartering, but I was more than happy to play a game with the rapist arsehole. Giving him a fleeting chance and then abruptly yanking it away would be fun. Ordinarily, I would just beat him until his teeth were spat from his mouth and his breath was rasping through broken ribs, but I was leaving all of that for Beauty. He was hers to break. Turning, I strolled forward with my hands resting behind my back, feigning interest as I came to a stop directly before his hanging body.  
 
    “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    Eyes lit with hope, Algimas lifted his head and winced when his body jostled just slightly.  
 
    “Five million American dollars and my US property portfolio.”  
 
    A rare bark of laughter left my lips. Money? If he’d heard the rumors about me, he would know it was something I was not in short supply of. Hope turned to anger, and he snarled, “I’ll throw in the girl, for free.” 
 
    Shaking my head, my smile disappeared at the mention of Beauty.  
 
    “Algimas, I want for nothing, and the girl?” My hands slipped free to hang loosely by my sides. “She’s already mine, and I didn’t have to beat her or rape her to make it so.” 
 
    The muscles in my body tensed, my fist curled, and I pulled my arm back before letting in fly forward, a hammer of a punch landing on his jaw. The crunch was highly satisfying, the tooth spat to the floor and blood oozing down his chin sublime.  
 
    “You have nothing I want,” I whispered in his ear as his head hung forward, shaking out my fist. “You disgust me, and once you are dead and buried, I will transfer every cent you own to a convent in Italy for abused women.” 
 
    “I have another.” 
 
    His words were slurred, but I heard them and stilled. Another? This sick fuck had another girl? Stepping back, I looked into his eyes, wanting and needing to see the truth in them.  
 
    “Blonde hair, blue eyes. Thirteen, young, ripe for the taking. I’ve already paid and the contract is signed. Let me go, and I’ll give her to you.” 
 
    Stomach rolling with repugnance, my temper lashed at my insides like a barbed whip, begging to be set free. This pathetic excuse for a human had destroyed one life and was preparing to destroy another. Deep breaths in and out through my nose, I kept staring, trying to wrap my mind around such sick desires. From where were they born?  
 
    Why?  
 
    Algimas shifted with nervous tension, intimidated by my silence. If the money had been transferred, then someone must already have the girl.  
 
    Who?  
 
    She obviously wasn’t in Algimas’ possession. So . . . 
 
    Where? 
 
    Arching a brow, I watched as Algimas opened his mouth to speak, though no words came out. Instead, I got a glimpse of blood stained teeth. Then he smirked. 
 
    “I can see you’re interested. Not so immune to unwilling pussy after all.” 
 
    It took every ounce of patience and resistance I possessed not to kill him right there and then. He thought he had me hooked. What Algimas couldn’t see for the mountains of arrogance he possessed was the hate that burned inside me for men like him. He was so close to death, I could smell it.  
 
    “How do I know you’re not fucking with me?” 
 
    “I was bored of Beauty, she’s getting too old, too used. I paid for the new acquisition a month ago. She’s perfect, the similarity to Beauty uncanny. The evidence is on my computer.” 
 
    “Password?” 
 
    “Let me down, and I’ll key it in.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I grinned. “Doesn’t work that way. Proof that the girl exists first, then you transfer her to me, then I might let you go.” 
 
    “How do I know you’ll hold up your end of the bargain?” 
 
    “You don’t. Is it a chance you’re willing to take? How badly do you want down from those chains, hmmm?” 
 
    He wasn’t getting out of the chains, and if he had the faintest idea who I was, he should have realized that. Hope could be a twisted bitch, though. Hope made smart men do dumb things. Or perhaps Algimas was simply obtuse. 
 
    “I get to keep Beauty.” 
 
    Not a chance in hell. I’d cut out his tongue and nail his cock to the wall before I let him anywhere near my beauty. “Sure, I have no need for used pussy.” 
 
    Algimas was quiet for a moment, probably wondering if he could trust me. He couldn’t, but that fragile thread of hope meant he would.  
 
    “B-E-A-U-T-Y-1-9-8-9-$-T-O-Y.” 
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 BEAUTY 
 
      
 
    I have no need for used pussy. 
 
    The words bounced around my mind on a never-ending loop, wrapping unforgiving fingers around my heart and squeezing. As I raced through the manor, headed for Algis’ study, I tried to figure out why. Those words shouldn’t surprise me, they shouldn’t hurt, and yet they did. They hurt worse than anything Algis and his asshole friends ever said, and they’d said some awful things. I think I knew what the problem was. I allowed myself to think Hart might care, and I hated that weakness. He was using me. I was a means to an end, and that end was to inevitably hand me back to the man who had worked so hard at destroying me. I wouldn’t allow it. Matis’ gun still rested in my hand, its weight the sweetest of comforts. If Hart or Algis tried to capture me, I’d kill them, and I was to the point where I didn’t care if their death was fast and painless, they’d simply cease to exist. First, I needed to find out the location of the girl who Algis had purchased. At just thirteen-years-old, the world as she knew it was about to be ruthlessly ripped apart. I couldn’t allow anyone else suffer as Lucy and I had.  
 
    Like the rest of the home, the study had a glossy modern look with mostly white furnishings. I’d only been in this room a couple of times, and the memories of what happened in here were not something I wanted to recall. Instead, I focused on the large glass-top desk with a sleek white leather chair behind it. The wide computer screen sat right in the middle of the table, the insignia on its back an Apple logo. Sitting down, I glanced at the device looking for a switch. A white depressed button that could almost be lost in its white surroundings caught my eye, and I pressed it. Within seconds I was staring at a photo of myself, and bile pushed its way up my throat. Turning to one side, I threw up all over the carpeted floor. My recollection of the photo being taken was non-existent. From the glassed-over look in my desperate eyes, I’d probably been drugged. Wiping my mouth, I glanced back at the screen and shuddered. Heavy, dark makeup around my eyes was smudged, leaving black tear tracks down my cheeks. Dark lipstick was smeared across one cheek, a ball gag held in place between my lips, the straps cutting into the flesh of my cheeks. Hanging from supports in the dungeon, my private parts were exposed, Algis’ fist between my legs. Squeezing my eyes closed, I hid from the photo and those damn desolate eyes.  
 
    A scream built from deep down inside me, and a roar of pain for the degradation was torn from my chest as I yelled into the empty room. Standing, I picked up a glass vase and threw it, loving the sound of it shattering against the wall. Reaching for a brushed, stainless steel lamp, I pulled the cord from the wall and threw it, too.  
 
    “Beauty.” 
 
    The biting use of my name caught my attention, and I swung around, lifting my arm to point the gun at the man who stood watching me from the doorway. With his shoulders proudly pressed back, chin lowered, he was looking at me through narrowed lids, he looked intimidating. His confidence wasn’t exactly quiet, but neither was it screaming boldly. I thought I’d liked that strength and resolve, it made me feel safe. His betrayal blurred any feelings that had begun to take root, though. He was just like all the others. 
 
    “We need that computer, so best we not destroy it, hmmm?” He seemed completely uninterested in the gun currently resting on him.  
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    The corner of Hart’s mouth twitched.  
 
    “If you need to blow off steam, I would suggest you let that rage out on Algimas.” 
 
    “I won’t go back to him,” I hissed, my voice tight with emotion.  
 
    Slow recognition had his eyes widening by just a fraction.  
 
    “You heard.”  
 
    When he took a step into the room, my hand shook and I raised my other hand to help hold the gun steady, scared that if I did shoot him I might miss. I couldn’t miss. I refused to.  
 
    “And no, you won’t. Algimas will be delivered to Mr. Decena, as planned.” 
 
    “Used pussy,” I spat out, frantic with each step he took further into the room.  
 
    “Beauty.” The rasping voice purred seductively, the gentle command in his tone had me wanting to lower the gun. But my will to live and hate for Algis was greater. “Those words were to help gain information and held no truth. Have I given you any reason not to trust me?” 
 
    “You haven’t given me any reason to trust you.” 
 
    “Touché,” he murmured, coming to a standstill right in front of the desk. We stood like that for what felt like the longest time, the glass between us a fragile barrier. I would have preferred a giant wall, thick and high. Even with the gun, I felt weak in this man’s presence, and I outright hated feeling weak.  
 
    “I have no respect for a man who forces a woman.” Though his facial features were still carefully blank, his eyes held a tortured, besieging look I knew too well. I’d just seen eyes like that on the computer screen in front of me. “And I have absolutely zero tolerance for anyone who harms a child.” Steel resolve laced his words. But words could be deceiving. I needed more. 
 
    “I was a child when I was taken, fifteen-years-old, just a girl. Nobody cared, and I asked for help, I begged for it, and all it got me was raped and beaten. What makes you so special?” 
 
    Hart huffed out a breath and rubbed the back of his neck, his quick, agitated movements catching me by surprise, the gun in my hand jerking. 
 
    “Careful, Beauty. Once you pull that trigger, there is no going back.” 
 
    “I know,” I whispered. I didn’t really want to pull the trigger, not like I wanted to with Matis and Algis. For the first time, in as long as I could remember, I wanted to trust someone. I wanted someone to have my back, just once. I needed that. With a long sigh, Hart let his hands slip from behind his neck and shoved them deep into his pockets.  
 
    “I’ve been there,” he muttered, his words almost indiscernible. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “There,” he snapped. “Trapped, captive . . . hurt.” Imploring eyes met mine. He wanted me to understand without saying it aloud. The tremble in my hands was still there, my arms aching with the weight of the weapon. Disbelief washed over me. Not possible. There was no way this powerful, controlled man could have ever been held captive. “I was thirteen, and my mother had died of ovarian cancer leaving me with a perverted fucking, piece of shit stepfather who allowed his friends to use me.” 
 
    Imagining this proud man as a vulnerable child being hurt in such a way brought tears to my eyes.  
 
    “Don’t pity me,” he scoffed, echoing my sentiment from when we met.  
 
    Swallowing down my sympathy, I asked, “Is that when your monster was let out?” 
 
    Hart gave me one sharp nod, but he offered no more. I understood. Shame, loathing, hate, they were emotions that came with rape and abuse. I didn’t care to share my shame anymore than he did. Lowering the weapon, I shook my head with weary frustration.  
 
    “What do you plan to do with me?” 
 
    Hart sighed, as if also exhausted. Straightening, his armor back in place and his monster roiling like a waking dragon behind those intense eyes, he looked down on me through lowered lashes.  
 
    “We finish the job and move on to the next.” We? Hart nodded as if hearing my unspoken question. “You and me, we’re the same, Beauty. We’ve lived through shit nobody should ever have to live through. Our thirst for blood is strong and will never be entirely satisfied, because our monsters will always be there wanting more. More lives, more death, more revenge.” 
 
    Did I believe I’d always feel this overpowering need to destroy, to hurt? I didn’t know, but the feeling had been with me for so long I couldn’t imagine not living with it. Watching Hart kill Matis had been hypnotic. The thought of gutting Algis didn’t make me cringe. It was quite the opposite, I rejoiced at the thought. Could I take another life, that of someone who hadn’t hurt me? Possibly.  And I didn’t hate the thought of staying with Hart and working with him, though I did wonder what he wanted in exchange.   
 
    “So, we what? Travel together? Live together?” My quietly asked question was hesitant, because I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer. Hart nodded and anxiety assailed me. “What do you want in exchange?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he was quick to murmur.  
 
    “Everybody wants something.” 
 
    “Business partners,” Hart offered. “If you need a label on it, that’s probably the closest you’ll get at the moment. I’ll pay you a wage, and you’ll work for me.” 
 
    “Doing what?” I wondered out loud. “I have no idea how to make coffee.” 
 
    Hart laughed, loudly, the noise catching me by surprise. It was a robust sound of carefree joy that seemed at odds with the man it came from.  
 
    “I don’t drink coffee, I prefer tea, and I’m more than capable of making it myself. You will help me hunt.” 
 
    Hunt? Animals? I hadn’t realized I’d said it out loud until Hart chuckled again and shook his head.  
 
    “Of a kind, the human kind. Bad animals, Beauty, the kind that need putting down.” 
 
    It was all so confusing, but I wouldn’t be whoring myself out, or making coffee or tea, so that was a plus. Perhaps I could test the waters of this “partnership.” Getting paid sounded nice. I didn’t get a chance to ask any more questions. Hart stepped around the desk, taking care to step around my vomit, which he ignored, along with the broken glass. With firm but gentle hands he maneuvered me aside and sat down before the computer. A scowl formed on his lips when he found the picture of me staring back, however, he didn’t offer me platitudes of comfort, which in itself was a comfort.  
 
    “I know someone who can make that disappear,” he mumbled as he entered the password into Algis’ computer. “If the images have been shared, he can track them down and get rid of them.” 
 
    It hadn’t even occurred to me that the images were likely shared. “Thank you” seemed too insignificant for his offer. It felt as if he was giving me a chance to wipe the slate clean. At least the digital slate. How I wished my mind and body could be so easily fixed. Memories began to push their way forward, seeping into my consciousness. Moving robotically across the room, I came to stand before the polished, granite bar. 
 
    “Say it, or I’ll press the button again.” 
 
    Stubborn or strong, the two words bled together, and I wasn’t sure which one I was anymore. I’d have thought strong, but this man who insisted on defiling my body, who took pleasure in hearing my screams, called me stubborn. Perhaps I was, after all. One little word would stop all of this, and still, I couldn’t get the words to form to give him what he wished for. My head was being held down, my cheek pressed against the granite, my feet kicked apart. I was naked, but I hadn’t worn a shred of clothing since I was brought here all those weeks ago. The collar around my neck was tight, and I was on the verge of hyperventilating. It wasn’t obscuring my airway, though, it hadn’t been placed on me for that reason. No, the thick leather had another purpose.  
 
    “Say it!” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I grunted.  
 
    He laughed loudly. Chains held me in place while he positioned something smooth and cold at my opening.  
 
    “Then enjoy the ride, Beauty. I hear it’s electrifying!” 
 
    My body was ripped apart as the object was thrust into my pussy. The collar around my neck activated, and a sharp burning sensation pierced either side of my neck. My body shook from shock. Literal shock. The collar, normally designed for training animals, pulsed with electricity. Short, sharp bursts. Not enough to kill, but enough to render me speechless. So ironic, considering he wanted to hear me speak one word: Viršininkas which meant master. One word that could end it all. When the collar was finally deactivated, the man thrusting the object relentlessly into my body leaned forward, stilling as his lips came to rest beside my ear. 
 
    “Last chance, Beauty. Call me Viršininkas, or I’ll have them turn up the current and fuck what’s left of your burning, limp body.” 
 
    Staggering, I collapsed against the bar as the memory slipped away as quickly as it had come to me. If I had anything left inside my stomach, I would have lost it right there and then. A large hand cupped my cheek, causing me to recoil. Hart didn’t pull away, though, and he refused to let me retreat, stepping into my body. Heat reached out to me, thawing the ice in my veins as Hart continued to overwhelm me. My small fists beat against his chest, demanding space he wasn’t willing to give. Slowly, sanity returned, my need to fight floating away. It gave my mind the room to notice that even though Hart was crowding me, he wasn’t restraining me, the only part of my body he was touching were my cheeks.  
 
    “Don’t fight the memories,” he murmured. “They will tear you apart from the inside out if you don’t let them out.” 
 
    “I want them gone,” I confessed through a tight throat. My trembling hands rose, and my fingers wrapped around Hart’s wrists. We’d been here before, in this position. Hart guiding me from the horror and showing me a way to use it. My hold on him felt like an anchor, and I gripped his flesh a little tighter.  
 
    “If you bury them, they’ll only rot and fester.” 
 
    “I want him to rot and fester.” 
 
    Loathing prodded at my temper, reminding me that he was hanging in the dungeon, mine to torment and control. Leaning into Hart, I found myself pressing my cheek against his chest. After a moment, Hart’s hand went to the back of my head and held me there, and it felt as if he were holding me together. Under that wall of strength, I could hear his heartbeat, his blood and life soothing me and my monster. 
 
    Hart nodded. “And he will.” 
 
    “You promise?” 
 
    Hart’s hand untangled from my hair and his little finger appeared in front of my face. It made me melt into the warmth of his body just a little bit more. Wrapping my finger around his, no words were exchanged, but another vow was made.  
 
    “He put a collar on me, an electric collar,” I confessed with a growl.  
 
    “Then how about,” Hart began, pulling away from my body just enough to put a slither of space between us, “we go finish this.”  
 
    Then, he kissed me. 
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    Unable to fight the magnetism of this wild creature, I pressed a kiss to her full bottom lip, fighting the temptation to take more. Her sweetness was just too strong an allure, the darkness in those big, doe eyes too enticing.  With soft, tentative sips, I explored her lips, and after a few moments, she responded, kissing me back. At this I was fairly sure she was a novice, her movements were uncertain, though she seemed to be quite willing to follow my lead. Tilting my head to one side, I pushed a little harder, taking the kiss deeper as my tongue reached out to taste her. And she still returned the affection.  Fucking gorgeous. Her taste, the feel of her lips, her little tongue darting out to meet mine. Lust surged forward, and my cock demanded entrance to her body. Ignoring those baser needs, I pulled away, leaving a chaste kiss to her bottom lip.  
 
    Somehow, I managed to give her something I thought long since destroyed. I gave her gentle, taking the sharp, tang of fear from her and replacing it with warm need. Pulling further away, I watched her heavy-lidded gaze rise to meet mine.  
 
    “Shall we?” I suggested, waving toward the doorway, feeling a little dizzy with lust but needing to regain control of the situation before I fucked her against the closest wall.  
 
    A trembling hand rose to her lips, the finger pressing reverently against the flesh. Wonder, awe, and a little confusion touched her features.  
 
    “Shall we what?” she whispered.  
 
    “I was going to suggest we visit Algimas, but I guess your temper has been kissed into submission.” 
 
    “I don’t like that word, submission.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. I’d never liked it either. My own experience with the word had been degrading and excruciating.  
 
    “You’re not going to fuck me?” 
 
    Her question was unexpected. Did she want me to fuck her? Not at all. I think she expected it, though. Did I want to fuck her? More than breathing. She wasn’t ready, and she didn’t want it, even though her peaked nipples and wistful eyes suggested otherwise.   
 
    “Beauty, when I fuck you, it will be because you’ve begged me. I’ve told you, I’m not a man to take something by force.”  A complex mixture of relief and disappointment hung in her slumped shoulders, her worried frown becoming somewhat of a pout. “Do you want me to fuck you, hmmm?” 
 
    Her lips parted to speak, but she paused, obviously thinking over my question carefully. In the short time I’d known this stunning woman, she’d been candidly honest with her feelings and thoughts.  
 
    “I think a part of me does, but I shouldn’t.” 
 
    Her answer didn’t surprise me. Her heart, body, and mind were at war with each other. There was a part of herself that she saw as a victim who should spurn all sexual contact. Then there was that long-buried part of herself that was all woman, and she wanted the control, desire, and sexuality that came with that. Following my own abuse, I was at war with my lust and desire for a long time. One humid, summers night in a hovel of a bar in Paso del Toro, I overheard a prostitute discussing her own rape with another woman. Her words sparked something inside me. Sexuality is normal, I’m not letting some el cabrón take that away from me. It reminded me for all the fucked up crazy in my head, the desire and lust I felt was probably the most normal thing. Then I fucked my way through half of Mexico in an attempt to gain back what I’d lost. Beauty was attracted to me, and I her. She was damaged, and tragically so, in a way I could understand. For her, I needed to do things a little differently. I couldn’t just plow ahead, I refused to simply fuck and conquer. This was different. She was different.  
 
    “There is no right or wrong, Beauty. There is just us, and it comes with no expectations or demands. One day, you’ll be ready for me to fuck you, you will beg for it. You will hunger for my tongue on you, on your pussy. You will drag my hands to your flesh, and you will scream with pleasure as I pound into your wet cunt. You will like it, very much I expect.” 
 
    Beauty’s pupils were so large they almost eclipsed the blue that surrounded them, her lips parted, and cheeks were tinged with color. It was simply adorable that she could blush after everything she had been through.  
 
    “That’s very presumptuous of you,” she murmured, her eyes rolling.  
 
    Grinning at her boldness, I stepped away from the all too tempting vixen.  
 
    “Are you hungry? I’m hungry.”  
 
    “What about the girl?” She was quick to ask when I began to tug her towards the door.  
 
    I’d used the password Algimas gave me, and it worked. Then I’d sent a quick text message to Raul, one of the men on my team who was a tech genius. He would quietly enter the premises and dig through the layers that would protect the information on the girl. The password would give me access to the computer, but the files and information would be buried deep. There was no doubt in my mind that we would find her, and after Raul had finished digging through the hard drive, I’d then order him to find every fucking picture of Beauty that Algimas had uploaded to the web and make them disappear.  
 
    “I have someone working on it. We’ll find her, I promise you that.” Giving her a wink, I held up my pinky, and she curled hers around mine. 
 
    “You’re racking up quite a pinky debt,” she pointed out. One day she would realize she didn’t need a pinky promise from me. My word was a vow in itself. I never offered something I couldn’t deliver. 
 
    I led her out of the study, and her bare feet padded softly on the thick, wool carpet. She needed clothes. Pulling my phone from my back pocket, I sent off a quick message to someone who could arrange that. I couldn’t be dragging her around Lithuania in nothing but a shirt, however tempting she was dressed in so little.   
 
    We grabbed another bite to eat from the kitchen, sandwiches, another basic meal I couldn’t fuck up. When I asked Beauty if she could cook, she told me she didn’t have a clue how. Considering she was only fifteen when Algis had stolen her, it was unlikely. True understanding of her predicament rendered me silent for the longest time, and we ate quietly with only the sound of birds singing in the back garden. I assumed she hadn’t finished school, but I had a suspicion she would be quite bright. It made me wonder more about Lucy and her past. 
 
    “Do you speak any other languages?” I wondered out loud.  
 
    Chewing thoughtfully, Beauty’s eyes grew distant as she tried to remember. 
 
    “Hola señor.” 
 
    “You speak Spanish? Eso es perfecto, yo vivo en México, será útil." 
 
    The look on her face was blank. “You don’t understand me?” 
 
    Shaking her head, she took a drink. “Not a word, but it sounds familiar. I like the sound of it, and I think I remember a few words. Maybe Lucy knew Spanish. How old are you?”  
 
    “How old do you think I am?” 
 
    She shrugged and considered the question, her gaze wandering over my face and body as I leaned against the kitchen counter.  
 
    “Twenty-five?” 
 
    “Close enough,” I said with a grin. She’d nailed it, first guess. “And you?” 
 
    “Eighteen . . . I think. I might be nineteen, but it’s been a long time since Vir—” she bit the end of what she was going to say off with a curse. “Algis . . . It’s been a long time since Algis gave me any clue to what the date is. Lucy was born on the first of June, 2000.” 
 
    “Millenia baby,” I murmured. “You’ll be nineteen in another month.” 
 
    Beauty sank into her thoughts, no doubt bad memories fighting for some time at the forefront of her mind. The corner of her eye twitched, and her whole body flinched as she battled to force them away.  
 
    “Do you have siblings?” she asked, the tension around her eyes disappearing. Shaking my head, I gave her a firm no. Thankfully, my mother hadn’t left any more children with her perverted husband. Just me. “Tell me about your mom, the English lit professor.” 
 
    Memories stormed my mind. A petite woman, older, being forty-two when I was born. She always wore her dark hair the same, in a short bob. Her eyes were a dark brown, and her cheeks were full. She wore glasses that sat poised on the end of her nose when she read. Over time, my memories had gone from large visual moments to brief flickers of remembrance. Although I could remember exactly how she looked, and things she did, the memories themselves had dulled.   
 
    “She was smart and loved to read.” 
 
    “Hart Crane,” Beauty whispered.  
 
    Nodding, I took a sip from the water beside my plate. Remembering the words my mother recited with a soft look in her eyes, I gave Beauty a sliver of not only Hart Crane, but also a piece of myself. With hushed tones and wistful longing, my mother would spill words of lament, starving love, and hope. The way she would light up like a star when she recalled Hart’s romanticized, profound words always left me in awe. As a child, I recalled wanting that same kind of love for someone. As an adult, the only thing that came close was the cathartic release I found in blood and death. It wasn’t the same adoration my mother possessed, though. Where her love was innocent and saved for the pensive art in words, mine was malicious and nothing more than a selfish reward found in the tortured screams of a dying soul. Recalling my mother’s genuine fondness for this particular poem, I recited such sentiments as missing the pleasure of a lover’s touch, and the laughter upon their lips. It wasn’t a feeling I’d ever experienced, having never even entertained the idea of a relationship beyond fucking. And yet, as I watched the enthralled look in Beauty’s eyes as I recited Hart Crane’s poem, Exile, I found myself wondering what it might be like to possess something as wild and exquisite as her.  
 
    Her eyes widened, and she leaned forward, utterly captivated by the words that were filled with such raw passion it could make a stone pulse with life, or so my mother had said. When I finished, a soft puff of air escaped her lips, as if maybe she’d been holding her breath.  
 
     “That’s beautiful.” 
 
    I knew she meant it, there was honest emotion in her eyes. I’d never been particularly fond of poetry, but Crane had his moments, and that particular piece was close to my heart.  
 
    “That was one of her favorites.” 
 
    “What about your father? What was he like?” 
 
    My warm heart was quick to ice over. 
 
    “My father was man enough to stick his dick in a shy, somewhat anti-social woman while his own wife slept in their marital bed with three children under the same roof. But he wasn’t man enough to own up to his infidelity and do right by my mother and her unborn child.” 
 
    Beauty’s own happiness leeched away and her lips pressed together.  
 
    “Bastard,” she spat out. “Did you kill him?” 
 
    A bark of laughter escaped my lips, and I shook my head. “I’ll admit, I thought about it, but by the time I thought to look him up, I discovered he was divorced, had lost his job as an engineering professor because of an affair with a student, and was suffering from erectile dysfunction. I think it’s fair to say life fucked him over enough.” 
 
    Beauty chewed on her bottom lip in thought.  
 
    “Tell me about this boss of yours,” she asked, all serious and professional, arms crossed in front of her, body angled forward. Her candor amused me, and while I might have normally lacked patience with all the questions, I found myself preening a little over her interest in me.  
 
    “Charlie Decena is the leader of the Los Zetas.” 
 
    Her gaze dropped to my chest, and the blood red ‘Z’ that sat boldly there. Reaching forward with one dainty finger, she traced the letter. 
 
    “Is that was this stands for? Los Zetas?”  
 
    “It is,” I replied, enjoying the fact she’d reached out to touch me without hesitation.  
 
    “Who are the Los Zetas?” she went on, dropping her hand. 
 
    “A criminal organization.” 
 
    “Like a gang?”  
 
    Chuckling, I nodded. “Who is one of the most feared gangs in the world.” 
 
    By just a fraction, her shoulders tensed. “Does this gang steal women?” 
 
    Not willing to sink too deeply into the goings on of the Los Zetas, I tried to answer as honestly as possible without giving too much away. 
 
    “Charlie does not condone the stealing of children.” 
 
    Had I not been the man I was, her sharp glower might have skewered me where I stood.  
 
    “But women are okay?” 
 
    “He does what he can, but his organization isn’t about puppies and kittens, Beauty. The Los Zetas are one of the world’s largest criminal bodies. If you were to tap into the darkest, most depraved thoughts in your mind, I can assure you the Los Zetas have been there, done that, and bettered it, and Charlie is the king of that darkness. For what it’s worth, he has good in his heart, something his father was sorely lacking. If it weren’t for Charlie, I’d be dead.” Her face remained impassive. This was the first time I couldn’t figure out what she was thinking. Her usually expressive eyes blinked and remained on me, but were empty. “Personally, I don’t have the stomach for the trafficking of any person, and Charlie is aware, therefore, he’s more selective about the jobs he sends me on.” 
 
    Ordinarily, I couldn’t care less what a person thought of me. In fact, the worse those thoughts, the better. Blood didn’t just coat my hands, it drenched them. My death count was high, I’d tortured, maimed, beaten, and abused many people, but never someone who didn’t deserve it, and never a child or woman. What this untamed angel thought of me was important, and I wasn’t stupid enough to wonder why. I knew. The moment I’d laid eyes on her, I’d cared about her. The moment she hissed at me not to pity her, my heart cracked open. The moment she threw a fist at her captor, I grew hard. And when her eyes filled with blood lust at the sight of my slicing open Matis, she fucking owned me. While I hadn’t completely pacified her rage that whispered so closely to the surface, she did lose some of the tension from her body. 
 
    “Who’s Gina?” 
 
    It was my turn to become stone, my jaw clenched tight and spine snapping straight. Gina was innocence personified, sheltered somewhat from the evil that was her sadistic father. I was just thirteen when I met Charlie who was two years my senior, he’d seen me at my absolute lowest, witnessing the degradation of my abuse first hand. There had been no thought when his dark eyes rose to find me chained and bent over a kitchen table, my step-father wildly thrusting into my ass, he’d simply reacted. With bloodshed. Murder and death formed our bond, and mutual respect kept it intact. When I met the little Gina, I was full of wrathful hate, and the compassion she bestowed on me wormed its way into my unforgiving heart, reminding me there was still kindness and innocence to be found in this ugly world. She had been four years younger than me, just a slip of a thing. If it hadn’t been for her and her brother, I wouldn’t have survived to see fourteen. Helping Charlie hunt down the men responsible for her disappearance was not a hardship. Bringing Algis in bloody and beaten would be a pleasure. As one of the men who helped orchestrate her “sale,” his death was only a matter of how, and Charlie would ensure it was long and painful.  
 
    “Like you, she deserves vengeance. Unlike you, she is unable to attain that for herself.” 
 
    Beauty was silent, her twisted mind taking in my words, considering them, and eventually accepting them. With a nod, she wiped her mouth on the back of her hand then stood. Long, pale blonde hair fell over one shoulder, and inviting, innocent eyes fell on me. She looked like a fucking porcelain doll, but when those pouty lips turned into a smile, it almost knocked me out of my chair. She was sin personified.  
 
    “I think it’s time to see Algis.” 
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    Charlie Decena. I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to meet the man. Although he might have some morals and drew the line at child exploitation, he was willing to sit back and allow women to be abused and used in the vilest of ways. If I ever came face to face with the man, I wasn’t sure if I’d cower in fear or shoot the bastard. Hart was obviously fond him, their relationship more than boss and employee. They had history, dark history. I doubted Hart would ever tell me the story, but the fact Charlie had somehow saved him left me feeling oddly thankful. It was confusing, and shaking my head, I dislodged all thoughts of the ominous gang leader.  
 
    Instead, I allowed my thoughts to move in another direction. As much as I wanted to ignore them, too, I needed them to tap into the place inside me that was wicked and dark. Like snapping beasts emerging from the gloom, the memories pushed forward. Each one more rancid and frightening than the last.  
 
    “Fuck my friend, and if you fuck him good, I might allow you to eat from the bowl tonight.” 
 
    “Suck my cock, but if you use your teeth, I will shoot you in the head and fuck your corpse.” 
 
    “Look at her bleed, Matis. It’s the most exquisite art I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “You’re nothing. Not a girl, not a woman, not even a human being. You are a slab of meat for me to stick my dick in. And when I’ve had my fill, I will kill you slowly and feed your flesh to the dogs.” 
 
    By the time I came to a standstill at the dungeon doorway, I was seething with rage. My chest rose and fell with short breaths, my fists were clenched tight, my jaw was ticking, my lids were heavy. Algis’ gaze rose to mine, and immediately dismissed me, searching over my shoulder for Hart.  
 
    “Did you find what you were looking for?” 
 
    The warm press of a hand to my lower back moved me forward, and Hart stepped to one side. He looked so strong and confident. His wide shoulders pressed back, chin held high, sparkling eyes set on Algis. Slipping his hands into his pockets gave him the illusion of indifference, but the way his muscular body was tensed, his biceps clinging to the tight material of his shirt, the clench of his jaw, he was a hair’s breadth away from unleashing hell. And I was the only reason he was denying himself. This was my vengeance, and it was going to be sublime.  
 
    “I have someone working on it,” Hart purred, and my attention returned to Algis. 
 
    “Then let me the fuck down.” 
 
    “That’s not my choice, Algimas. You see, your fate is not in my hands. It’s in Beauty’s.” 
 
    “What the fuck?”  
 
    Stepping up to the wall of whips, chains, and floggers, I examined all the paraphernalia, remembering how each item was used on me.  How I begged from him to stop, how I pleaded for mercy that never came.  
 
    “We had a deal,” Algis roared from behind me.  
 
    Hart replied, but I ignored their exchange. Finally, my eyes came to rest on what I knew would be my first instrument of torture. A flogger of mesh chain with heavy ball bearings woven into each tendril. Pulling it down, the delicate chink of the chain sounded so much sweeter than when I was hanging from the cuffs. It was heavy, but the weight not uncomfortable as I approached Algis.  
 
    “When I get free, I’m going to cut off your tits,” he hissed. 
 
    My arm drew back to swing the flogger, but I stopped before letting it fly and glanced toward Hart.  
 
    “Perhaps you could select some music?” 
 
    In the smile he gave me was something akin to pride. After a moment’s scrolling through his phone, he placed it to one side, and from the device came a gentle tinkering sound. My brow creased, wondering what he’d chosen. After all, it was he who told me this was an important part in the process. The sound was quick to disappear though, and an edgier beat took its place.  
 
    “Mad Hatter, by Melanie Martinez. Do you like it?” 
 
    With a nod, I murmured, “this will do.” 
 
    Then I swung the flogger, and it slapped hard against Algis’ flesh. His entire body became taut with pain. Bringing it back, I swung again, hitting his ribs, stomach, thighs, and dick. The grunts of pain were nice, but they were a little too uninspiring for me. Taking one last look at the bright red welts forming on Algis’ body, I wandered back to the wall.  
 
    A poker stick with the sharp burn of electricity built into it caught my eye. Taking the long, rod-like device from its hook off the wall, I studied how it worked. Smooth plastic grip, a long pole structure, a ‘U’ shape fork at the opposite end. Thumbing the switch, I flicked it on. There was no indication it was working, but I knew it did. Algis was meticulous with his instruments of torture.  
 
    “You stupid fucking whore. I’m going to kill you slowly, make sure you feel that pain for fucking months before I give you death.” 
 
    Pressing the stick into his ribs, Algis roared with pain, his body quivering with the jolt of electricity. Magnificent.  
 
    “Kalė!” 
 
    Spittle flew from his mouth, and though I had no idea what he’d just said, I knew it couldn’t be nice.  
 
    “You may call me, mistress,” I crooned, the exact same words he’d used on me all those years ago.  
 
    “I’d rather eat shit.” 
 
    Glancing down at the excrement below his feet, my smile grew. “That can be arranged.” 
 
    Not wanting to touch that mess, though, I lowered the electric fork to his cock and pressed it into the flesh there. His screams were pleasing to hear, so sweet and tortured. For a brief moment, I wondered if perhaps I was just as sick as him. Maybe I was, but I hadn’t always been this way. Before me had been pure, gentle Lucy. Algis ruined her.  
 
    The cords in Algis’ neck were tight, his head was thrown back in agony, and his body pulsed with the current. Pulling the stick from his flesh, I watched as he sagged with relief. He didn’t deserve relief, I was never gifted it. I poked him again and again, until the dry crusted blood on his neck caught my attention. Blood, we needed more of that. Dropping the prodding stick, I moved to the surgical table and picked up the knife Hart had given me yesterday. Bringing it reverently to my chest, I paused, a gleam from the table grabbing my attention. A scalpel lay on a black velvet cloth, along with other surgical looking instruments. Placing my knife down, I picked up the scalpel. It was brilliant, so sleek, so sharp, so pretty. It was extraordinary how striking a blade could appear when standing on the other side of it. Moving back to Algis, I smiled again. His breathing was coming fast, short, and sharp. A sheen of sweat coated his waxy skin, hawk-like eyes bloodshot, tears squeezing out the corners.  
 
    “You’re a crazy bitch,” he spat out with a rasping voice.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    It wasn’t a compliment, but I was going to accept it as one, because he could have called me a whore or a fuck toy or a slut. Crazy was so much better and far more accurate. Raising the scalpel to his chest, I pressed the blade against his skin, watching it depress with elasticity before piercing the flesh. A bead of blood pooled and dripped into his wiry chest hair.  
 
    “Call me mistress,” I whispered.  
 
    “Not a fucking chance.” 
 
    Perfect. Pressing harder, I sliced him open, his low growl soon becoming a pitiful wail. Blood coated his flesh as I continued to cut, starting at one side of his chest, and after several minutes, finishing at the other. Standing back, I took in my work. The word beauty was carved into his body for all to see.   
 
    “I think this means I own you,” I sang.  
 
    “Do your worst, slut, but it won’t change the fact I had your virgin pussy, ass, and mouth.” There was no doubt he was in pain, but the fight in his words pissed me off. 
 
    Memories attacked my mind, and I brought my hands to my head, pressing against the pressure of the violence trying to escape. Throwing the scalpel aside, I grabbed a long, thick, heavy rubber baton and began swinging it at Algis’ body. His laughter was quick to fade as I swung and swung, the blood from the wounds on his chest splattering, the slap against his flesh comforting. The grunts and groans were satisfying, but not nearly as much as his limp body when I finally moved away. I wanted to end him so bad, to watch him take that last breath. Then I wanted to sit back and watch his lifeless form burn while I roasted marshmallows in the flames.  
 
    Glancing to the corner of the room, I found Hart sitting on a leather sofa, his long legs sprawled out before him, one hand resting on the armrest, the other rubbing at the dark hair on his jaw. He shook his head, just once, as if hearing my thoughts. No killing. Letting out a long sigh of disappointment, I didn’t miss the smirk he tried to hide behind his hand as I returned to the wall of instruments. Grabbing the nipple clamps that hung from a long, thick chain, I returned to Algis.  
 
    “I hated these,” I murmured, as I squeezed one of the clamps with sharp metal teeth.  
 
    Reaching forward, I attached one to his right nipple, then left. Algis moaned, and I wondered if it sounded anything like the pained moan I had let out when he used them on me. Gathering the chain that hung to his groin in one hand, I pulled. His flesh jerked forward with the clamps, and I grinned as Algis’ moans became screams. More beautiful cries. These weren’t like normal bondage clamps. They were sharp, and the teeth bit into your skin, holding like the jaws of a vicious animal. I pulled and pulled, until one nipple tore free, followed quickly by the other.  
 
    Those screams disappeared, even though his mouth was still agape, eyes wide with shock, and I missed the sound immediately. Racing to the table, I picked up my knife and returned to his abused body. I wrapped my hand around his flaccid cock, pulled it taut, and placed the knife against the shaft. Before cutting, though, I looked to Hart. 
 
    Shrugging, he said, “I’ve heard of many men surviving castration. I’ll make sure he gets to Charlie still breathing.” 
 
    Hearing what I needed, I looked back to Algis. He looked beaten, bloody, and ruined. It wasn’t enough, it would never be enough. 
 
    “Call me mistress.” Leaning in close, my hair whispered across his abused flesh, the white strands stained red. “Or better yet, say you’re sorry.” 
 
    “Fuck. You.” 
 
    His words were faint, but I didn’t miss them. Pulling his cock even tighter, I sliced through the flesh with the knife from his kitchen. Those lovely cries were back, and the depths of pain laced within them were soothing to my soul. Slicing through the organ wasn’t as difficult as one might think. Somewhat like slicing through a thick, tough, raw steak. Blood coated my hands, sprayed over the shirt I was wearing, and down my legs. With a final slice through a stringy substance that might have been nerves, I raised the organ for Algis to see. He was delirious with pain, the whites of his eyes blood red, spit dripping from his mouth, tears running down his face. This here was real beauty. 
 
     With one hand, I tugged his mouth open, then stuffed his dick inside it. Half-hearted muffled groans pulled another smile to my lips as I took a few steps away. This was what I’d dreamed of, his destruction, his pain, his humiliation. The monster inside me purred, my memories faded, and my shoulders pressed back. Something close to happiness filled me like an empty cup beneath a flowing faucet. Looking toward Hart, I found he had shifted. He was still sitting on the sofa, but his legs had spread wider, his once relaxed body taut, his hand resting over the obvious hardness behind his zipper. Sharp cheekbones were flushed with color, his lids hooded. Lust, I’d seen it enough times to know it. Turning, I moved to the sink and carefully washed the blood from my hands. Killing a man filled me with happiness, yet Hart filled me with something else.  
 
    Trepidation?  
 
    Wonder? 
 
    Fear? 
 
    Algis was blissfully silent as I passed him, skipping across the room to stand before Hart.   
 
    “You’re aroused?” I asked, my hands going to my hips. Hart gave me a single, short nod. “You get off on pain.” I knew men like this. Algis was a man who grew lustful with pain.  
 
    “Not just any pain, not your pain. His pain. He deserved your vengeance, and it was fucking beautiful.” 
 
    My gaze lowered to the bulge in his pants, and before I could think too deeply about what I was doing, I removed my bloody shirt and straddled Hart’s thighs. 
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    Majestic. There was no other word for it. Her revenge had been glorious, the wild way she methodically destroyed Algimas, stunning. With every hit and slice, I grew harder and harder. Not once did she falter, she was perfect. Now, as she straddled my legs, her naked body on display, blood sprayed down her legs and a few flecks on her cheeks and tangled in her hair, I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Tentatively, she reached for my zipper.  
 
    “You don’t need to do this,” I choked out, my hand stopping hers.  
 
    Pausing, she looked me in the eye. “This isn’t about need . . . it’s about want.” 
 
    Never a more poetic phrase. Careful fingers pulled the tongue of my zipper down, and I groaned loudly when she reached in and pulled my cock free. Had I ever been so hard?  
 
    “This part of a man has always been used to hurt me,” she confessed, her fingers timidly exploring my length. My eyes just about rolled back in my head, my desire simmered so close to the surface it would only take a few strokes to bring me relief.  
 
    “I would never hurt you, you have my word.” 
 
    Offering a small nod, Beauty began to caress me, her grip firm as she rose to the tip, twisting just slightly before returning to the base. While her very touch was the epitome of heaven, if we were to continue, we needed lubrication. One glance at the spread lips of her pussy splayed so prettily before me, and I knew she was wet.  
 
    “Use your pussy and ride my cock.” Her hand stilled and fear battled for dominance in her big, blue eyes. “I won’t enter you. You’re in control here. Just slide along my cock and get yourself off while you get me off. I want to see you come, beautiful.” 
 
    Ever so fucking slowly, she moved, positioning her pussy right over my dick that lay rigid against my stomach. Lowering herself, I groaned out loud this time as her wet heat reached my tender flesh. When she moved, an experimental slide, my head fell back onto the sofa. It felt fucking incredible. It wasn’t long before her confidence grew as she rocked her hips in a seductive dance, her breasts swaying above my mouth, the nipples beautifully peaked. I managed to keep my hands firmly at my sides as she slid back and forth along my dick. I don’t think I’d ever had a woman take me in such a way, and there wasn’t much that could beat sinking into a wet cunt, but fuck if this didn’t come close. Faster and faster she moved, sliding over me, her wetness creating the sweetest friction. My orgasm was already beginning to build, the familiar tightening in my balls, and I wanted to stop it almost as much as I wanted to feel it. Beauty took the option from my hands as she gripped my cock, pumping me hard as she rocked furiously, her rhythm lost to passion. I came hard, my body becoming rigid, my mind numb as my heart tried to explode from my chest. As the rush began to fade, and sense returned, I watched Beauty throw her head back, her lips forming the most perfect “O.” Her long, throaty moan spoke of her enjoyment as she continued to rub her pussy against my cock while her body trembled.  
 
    Fucking glorious. 
 
    It took a few short moments for her to return from the bliss she’d rocked herself to, and when she did, she slumped forward. There was no fear as she pressed her naked body against mine, her head resting in the crook of my neck. Unable to resist, I brought my hands around her and pressed one palm to her back, the other tangled in her hair, holding her close to my body. I wanted her as close as I could get her. No, not wanted, needed.  
 
    The smell of my seed and her arousal perfumed the tainted air in the dungeon. This had been a poignant moment of regaining control for Beauty. She’d unleashed her monster and purged some of that hate and anger that was coiled around her heart. Climbing onto my lap and bringing us both to orgasm had been the perfect way to sate our blood lust. I’d told her she was a puzzle piece that didn’t fit anywhere. I was wrong. She was my motherfucking missing piece that I didn’t even know was lost. Eventually, Beauty pulled back a few inches. A tear slipped over her lashes, rolling down her pale cheek and falling from her chin. Raising a finger, I wiped it away. 
 
    “No tears,” I gruffly ordered.  
 
    Breathing deeply, she nodded, holding back the onslaught I knew was brewing so close to the surface. Call me callous, but I couldn’t face her tears, they’d slay me. Noticing the blood on my palm, I chuckled.  
 
    “Perhaps we should take a shower, hmmm?” 
 
    Beauty slid off my lap and stood, while I tucked my dick away then reached for her hand. We ignored Algimas as we left the dungeon and climbed the stairs to the upper level of the house. I was tired of looking at this stark-white monstrosity, the bland coloring was getting under my skin. It wouldn’t be too much longer and Matis would start to stink the place worse than the underlying scent of clove cigarettes already in the air. It was time to leave. I needed one of my men to retrieve Algimas and get him to Decena. I would normally deliver acquisitions in person, but Beauty and I had another mission awaiting. From my back pocket, I pulled out my cell phone and sent a quick text to Raul giving him new orders and asking him to bring some clothes. He was already inside the property, working on the computer downstairs.  
 
    The bathroom was as ostentatious as the rest of the house. Blindingly white with gold trimming. I missed the stone shower that sat outside my beachside home, the sun, moon, and stars free to peek into the wide, open room. The cubicle before us had plenty of space, with double shower heads, and Beauty was quick to climb in and get the water started. Stripping off my clothes, I joined her, she at one end, me the other. Both of us just stood there, heated water washing away the blood and stench of death. Beauty’s eyes roamed over my body, starting at my feet and working their way up to my face. Under her smoldering inspection, my dick unsurprisingly hardened again. Ignoring my uncontrollable appendage, I searched through the line-up of body washes to find the least scented and began scrubbing. After a few minutes, I discovered Beauty had followed my lead as she soaped her pale skin. Now my cock was standing to full mast, my balls tight and aching. Fuck it. Soaping my hand, I lowered it to my painfully hard dick and began to stroke, up and down, up and down. Remembering Beauty’s hand on me, shy, yet expert, helped fuel my desire. Gripping my shaft a little tighter, I stroked faster, and when I opened my eyes, I found Beauty paused midway through bathing, her mouth slightly agape as she watched me. Unable, or perhaps unwilling, to stop, I kept sliding my hand up and down the silky length before reaching lower with my free hand to cup my balls. Beauty looked utterly enthralled, her gaze glued to my hand as it worked the tension out of my cock. All too soon, my thighs pulled taut, my balls drew up high, and I came into the spray of water. With one final slide of my hand, and a gasp of pleasure, I released my cock to finish showering.  
 
    “Why did you do that?” Beauty asked, only now returning to the task at hand.  
 
    “Because watching you made me hard again.” 
 
    “I could have helped,” she whispered.  
 
    Smiling, I turned off the shower and strode to her side of the wide, open space. Placing one finger under her chin, I lifted her gaze to mine.  
 
    “Your purpose in life isn’t to avail me of my constant lust for you. I can take care of myself, and if you feel the need, you are more than welcome to help me out. Or even use me to get yourself off. I can assure you, I’ll always be most willing.” 
 
    Pressing a quick, chaste kiss to her lips, I turned my back and left the shower, finding a towel to dry off. In Algimas’ bedroom, I ignored the chains secured to the floor by the side of the bed. Paying them any attention would just inflame my anger. Raul had brought up my bag, and a pile of clothes with tags still attached sat beside it. I dressed quickly and watched as a naked Beauty thumbed curiously through the black jeans, plain blue cotton shirt, and black sweater. There was no underwear, but that didn’t seem to bother her as she dressed. The jeans hugged her small frame leaving little to the imagination, the shirt was tight over her breasts, and the sweater was a little baggy. A pair of flip flops finished the ensemble. She looked far removed from the killer she had proved she could be.  
 
    Moving back to the lower level of the house, Beauty followed but came to an abrupt standstill when we entered the kitchen to find Raul sitting on the countertop, a freshly brewed cup of coffee in his hand. Tea, that’s what I needed right now, a steaming pot of Earl Gray.  
 
    “Beauty, this is Raul, one of the men who works on jobs with me. He is the tech genius I mentioned earlier. He’s been working on Algimas’ computer to find this girl he claims to have bought.” 
 
    She didn’t move, her eyes wide and body poised not sure whether to fight or flee.  
 
    “Buenos días, señorita,” Raul offered, raising his cup toward Beauty.  
 
    “Have you spoken to Sylvie and the kids?” 
 
    Raul’s grin grew even wider, if that were at all possible. The man loved his family and loved talking about them even more.  
 
    “Sí, Maria told me her mama has been grumpy since her papa went away. I think Sylvie will have your bolas next time she sees you for calling me in to work when our bebé is only five-weeks-old.” 
 
    “You have a baby?” Beauty asked, her eyes turning from panic to interest.  
 
    Raul pulled his cell phone from his pocket and jumped down from the countertop.  
 
    “I have five niños. Let me show you.”  
 
    Beauty tensed as Raul approached. He was military trained and had a sharp eye, he wouldn’t have missed it, yet he continued forward as if there weren’t a young woman ready to reach for the closest knife and fight her way out of the kitchen if need be. Holding up his phone, he began to proudly show off his brood.  
 
    “This is Maria, she is twelve, and oh, she has fire, just like her mama,” he declared proudly. “Diego is nine, he is the smartest niño I’ve ever known. Javi and Teyo are four-year-old twin boys and trouble with a capital T, and Samuel is the bebe. He is five-weeks-old.” 
 
    With her eyes transfixed on the phone, Beauty’s body relaxed by the smallest of margins. Raul had that way about him, his relaxed attitude belaying the dangerous man that lay beneath his easygoing persona. He could thaw the coldest of hearts and worm his way into the lives of the most private people. 
 
    “Is our delivery on its way to Mr. Decena?” I asked, interrupting the moment.  
 
    “Sí, sí. I like the touch with the polla in the estúpido’s mouth. Nice work.” 
 
    “That was Beauty. She does have a certain finesse.” 
 
    Raul hid his surprise and turned to face Beauty with a cheeky wink. “I’m impressed.” 
 
    Beauty’s gaze found mine, and she smiled. A real smile, and if I believed in God, I would have thought it heavenly divine in its perfection. She looked radiant.  
 
    Then the world went to shit. 
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    Walking into the kitchen and finding a strange man sitting there like he hadn’t a care in the world scared me beyond belief. My first thought was that Hart had betrayed me. He’d invited a man over and intended on sharing me, or maybe even giving me away. But a few words from Hart eased my initial need to reach for the closest sharp object and begin attacking. Raul was ridiculously good looking, classic dark features of the Spanish, beautiful brown, almond eyes, and olive skin. His dark hair with a chaotic curl looked like it hadn’t been brushed in days. Even though he was obviously easygoing in nature, I had a feeling he could be just as deadly as Hart. Even so, I found it easy to relax in his company and loved his thick, Spanish accent. It sounded familiar and oddly reassuring. 
 
    Raul’s children were beautiful, all dark curls and big brown eyes. The pictures of them with Raul and his wife, Sylvie, were clearly filled with love. They made me . . . sad. Did Lucy have a family with brothers and sisters somewhere? Were they missing her? Did they look for her? Did someone love her enough to take pictures filled with laughter and love? 
 
    Raul showed me a picture of him and his wife, boasting about her beauty and fertility, and his virility. Apparently, all he had to do was wink at her and she got pregnant. I couldn’t stop the smile that filled my cheeks. Raul’s easy nature was contagious, and when I looked towards Hart who leaned casually against the kitchen counter, that smile went deeper, my feelings for him beginning to sink precariously close to my dark heart. 
 
    There was no warning, just a strange kind of serene moment in a home where serenity had never existed. Then chaos. It was if the world had exploded, glass shattered accompanied by a deafening roar. One minute I was standing, the next I found myself pressed on the polished floor, Raul’s weight on top of me. That weight sent me into a panic, my arms thrashing in an attempt to break free of his hold.  
 
    “Be still, la bella,” he gruffly commanded, and the feel of his breath on my cheek further incited my frenzied state. Then, everything went quiet. The only sound was my own whimpers as I fought to be free.  
 
    “Beauty,” Hart hissed, the commanding use of my name making me still. Glancing across the destroyed kitchen, I found him kneeling amongst the rubble, one gun in each hand. “When Raul lets you up, you must keep your head down and stay low. If you can’t do that, I’ll have him stay where he is, understood?” His voice was filled with a steely command, which rubbed me the wrong way, but to have Raul off me, I would have done near anything. I nodded frantically, and Raul immediately rolled away. Scrambling to my feet, I followed Hart’s order and stayed down low, moving until my back was pressed against the closest wall. Raul was on his haunches, a gun in his hand and a cold look of danger on his handsome face.  
 
    “Madre puta pendejos,” he quietly spat out. 
 
    Even though he was cursing, his voice and accent was comforting. It helped calm me like a smooth caress. Smoke hung in the air, not like fire, but something more tangy and sharp. Crunching of boots on broken glass caught my attention, and I found shadows moving through the early dawn light, outside the window frames. The rifles held to the strange men’s shoulders shocked me frozen. Gunfire. We’d been attacked by men with guns. A low whine slipped free from my lips. I needed a weapon. I was defenseless.  
 
    Three shots broke the silence as Hart rose to his full height and started shooting at the men outside. Each one of them dropped to the ground with a heavy thud. He then rushed towards me, sliding one gun into the back of his cargos as he grabbed my elbow, hauling me from the room. I assumed Raul was somewhere close behind us, though, I couldn’t see or hear him. Hart directed us down the long hallway that passed Algis’ study, then into a sunroom that ran along the back of the home with more large windows spilling light into the house. Coming to a stop, something heavy and cool was shoved into my hand, and I glanced down to find Hart shoving one of his weapons at me.   
 
    “Don’t shoot me or Raul, if you can manage it.” 
 
    Before I had a chance to answer, movement to my right caught Hart’s attention and the sturdy grip around my elbow was suddenly gone. A scuffle broke out, and Hart was quick to spin and kick, executing some sort of impressive maneuver that landed a boot in his attacker’s chest, sending him backwards with a grunt. It was impressive, I’d never seen anything like it. The way he moved was fluid and flawless. Adrenaline filled my body and excitement brought a smile to my face. Regardless of the deadly situation, I had to admit watching Hart fight was thrilling. That thrill vanished when fingers slipped around my neck, hauling me in the opposite direction, away from Hart. My flip flops lost their grip, and I kicked them off as I struggled to free myself. Throwing my head back in my desperate panic, my skull connected with whomever was behind me, and they grunted in pain, their grip loosening enough for me to drop to my knees and break free. Turning, I looked up into surprised hazel eyes, watering with pain, blood gushing from a broken nose. Thought fled and my body reacted on pure instinct alone. Raising the gun Hart had put in my hand only seconds ago, I pulled the trigger, the bullet entering through the man’s lower stomach at close range. Blood sprayed my face, but I didn’t waver, keeping the gun aimed on the threat as he slumped to the ground. A firm hand landed under my elbow, hauling me unceremoniously to my feet. Swinging my arm around, I pointed the gun and fired. Hart ducked at the last second to avoid the bullet.  
 
    “Oops,” I whispered. 
 
    Hart rolled his eyes and hauled me along behind him, finding Raul standing at an open back door, peering carefully around the corner. 
 
    “It’s clear,” he said as we approached, and Hart stepped cautiously out, keeping me close by his side.  
 
    We ran down the length of the home, slowing at the corner of the property where Hart again warily checked to make sure it was safe to follow the house around the bend. Raul was close behind me, moving so quietly I only knew he was there because I checked. Hart came to an abrupt stop, and I ran into his back with an oomph. Two quick shots were fired, something fell with a thud, and we were moving again. Reaching the front of the property, we once more slowed. After checking the coast was clear, we ran alongside Matis’ parked SUV, keeping close the vehicle and staying low. From somewhere behind us, the tat-tat-tat of a rapid-fire weapon echoed in my ears. Raul cursed in Spanish and returned fire. Slipping around the front of the car, we ran, me being hurriedly dragged, into the sparse forest surrounding Algis’ property. I had no time to think of anything beyond survival, but the further away from the house we pulled, the more questions filled my mind. Who were these people? Were they here for me? Or Hart? He had promised me my life would be in danger, that people in this trafficking business were going to want me. Did they want me that bad that they were already trying to take me back? That thought was terrifying.  
 
    I was panting heavily by the time we made it to the large brick fence that bordered the property. Both Hart and Raul seemed completely unaffected by the physical exertion, and I decided I was going to need to start exercising if I had half a hope of keeping up with them in the future. Hart found a rope hanging over the wall and scaled up so fast I barely had time to register the fact I was going to have to scale up there, too. Without warning, Raul wrapped his big hands around my waist and levered me up to Hart’s waiting hand, outstretched from the top of the wall. Reaching out, I grabbed it and was dragged to the top where I swung my bottom onto the ledge. Raul was already scrambling up the rope behind me as Hart dropped to the leafy ground and tucked his gun into the back of his pants, arms outstretched for me to jump. Without hesitation, I did. Landing with girly squeal in his arms.  
 
    We jogged along the wall for what felt like miles before we reached a dirt road, coming to a stop right in front of a luxurious black SUV with dark-tinted windows. The front door sprung open, and a man sitting behind the steering wheel watched us as my feet came to an abrupt stop. Hart didn’t give me a chance to second guess anything, he threw me into the backseat, diving in behind me as Raul climbed into the front passenger seat.  
 
    “Get us the fuck out of here, Henry.” 
 
    The tires spun in the gravel, and then we were moving, the car speeding through the countryside and eventually finding asphalt. Open green paddocks followed by the contrast of thick trees flew by my window, and I was mesmerized by the sight. Algis normally drugged me if we left the property, so the countryside wasn’t something I got to see. I don’t know what I expected, but I was surprised by the normality of it. Farms, cottages, large sprawling homes, it was just so ordinary. While being held captive, my mind conjured thoughts of darkness, chilling forests, even murky, cold caves. Never once did I imagine that I was surrounded by normal people doing normal things. Did they have any idea of the atrocities that went on so close to their peaceful homes?  
 
    “Beauty, this is Henry. Henry, this is Beauty.” 
 
    Hart’s voice caught my attention, and I glanced toward the man driving the car. He gave a non-committal grunt, and Raul looked back over his shoulder and winked. 
 
    “Henry is the muscle, belleza. You’ll have to excuse his lack of manners.” 
 
    Henry reached across the center console and slapped Raul on the back of the head. Spanish cursing filled the vehicle, and a smile fought to find its way to my lips. It seemed so surreal that not twenty minutes ago we were in an actual gunfight, and we were now driving through the rural landscape like a group of friends on a weekend daytrip.  
 
    “A little heads up next time, Henry,” Hart murmured.  
 
    Henry’s dark, deep-set eyes peered at Hart from the rear-view mirror, and he grunted again.  
 
    “I tried calling you.” 
 
    “Just as bullets started flying,” Raul argued.  
 
    Henry mumbled, and Raul continued to curse him out in Spanish.  
 
    “What now?” I asked after a short silence.  
 
    Hart looked up from the cell phone he was tapping away on and raised a brow. The SUV slowed and pulled off the road and onto a long driveway.  
 
    “That,” Hart said, tilting his head in the direction of the wide-open field. A small plane sat beside a large shed, and my heart fluttered. I had never been on a plane before . . . well, not that I knew of. With Algis drugging me for trips, any plane I might have been on had gone by in a drugged haze. This time I’d be completely aware. My hands clapped with excitement, and the three men gave me odd looks.  
 
    “We’re going on a plane?” I asked, my voice vibrating with delight. 
 
    Hart nodded and smiled.  
 
    “Not just a plane, but a jet, belleza,” Raul confirmed.  
 
    “Holy moly,” I whispered as the car pulled to a stop beside the large shed.  
 
    Another three men stood at the bottom of a stairwell that led into the jet. I was too excited to care if they were a threat or not and opened my door before the car even come to a complete stop. Jumping to the gravelly asphalt, I jogged to the stairs, ignoring the puzzled looks from the men standing at its bottom. Climbing to the top, I slowed as I stepped through the doorway.  
 
    It was beautiful. Elegant even. Thick cream carpet cushioned my feet. A long, caramel suede sofa took up one side of the plane, and two comfy looking, dark chocolate leather chair recliners sat on either side of a small mahogany desk across from the sofa. Further down the plane’s cabin appeared to be a doorway to a bedroom. All shiny pristine fittings and classy furnishings. Collapsing back onto the sofa, I giggled.  
 
    “Does that mean it’s to your liking?” Hart asked from the doorway.  
 
    Sighing, I rolled to my side and drew my legs up to my chest. “It will do.” 
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    The low hum of the jet was comforting. I loved flying and the moments between jobs where I could sit back and sip on a glass of scotch and just relax. Outside of my home in Mexico was about the only place I truly felt like I could switch off and just exist. Beauty had fallen asleep before the plane had even left the ground, she was curled up on the sofa with a warm blanket over her tiny frame. Her youthful excitement over the prospect of flying had been refreshing. She’d likely be pissed when she woke and realized she missed the entire ordeal. Raul was using the bedroom to make a call to Sylvie so Henry and I didn’t have to listen to their incessant dirty talk. Henry sat across from me, the cockney bastard brooding with the best of them. He’d dropped the ball and missed the infiltration on Algimas’ property, and Henry didn’t drop the ball, ever. His attempted warning came too late, and it was sheer luck that the fuckers who shot up Algimas’ kitchen couldn’t shoot worth a damn. I’d already had a quiet word with him, but there’d be no punishment. Even though mistakes in our line of work meant life or death, a mistake was still a mistake. There was no more loyal a man than Henry, and he’d beat himself up over his fuck-up enough for all of us.  
 
    “The package arrived intact?” Henry finally asked, breaking the silence.  
 
    Nodding, I smiled. Charlie had sent me to retrieve Algimas and the order was to return him breathing. He was breathing, albeit with difficulty.  
 
    “And this doll we are following?” 
 
    “Her name is Ruby, last known location was a holding room in Vilnius, but Raul had a contact that has checked the location and found it empty. The Albanians are involved in the sale, and it looks like they have her bunkered down somewhere in St. Petersburg.” 
 
    “Viktor?” 
 
    “Will meet us there.” 
 
    Henry grunted. “What happens with this one?” He nodded toward Beauty, and my gaze was drawn to her sleeping form. She looked so young and innocent as she lay there. Definitely not the knife wielding, gun toting femme fatale she had proven she could be.  
 
    “She’s invested in finding this child.” 
 
    I hadn’t had a chance to inform my team of Beauty’s addition, and Henry’s raised brow told me he was curious, but understanding the chain of command meant he wouldn’t actually voice his questions.  
 
    “She dissected Algimas like she’d been born with a knife in her hand. She watched me fillet Matis and smiled the entire time. She also killed a man as we were leaving the property. She’s . . . different.” 
 
    Henry nodded, but I could still see the doubt in his dark eyes.  
 
    “Madness should stick with madness, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You think I’m mad?” 
 
    Beauty’s softly asked question came from the sofa. She was awake and peering out the window, a pout on her lips, her brow creased, a look that told me she was unhappy with the clouds that blocked her view.  
 
    “Of course,” I replied, and she cast me a sardonic look that made me chuckle. Directly across from me, Henry had slipped in his earbuds and was doing his best to ignore us. Standing, I moved across the small space that separated Beauty and me and sat down beside her. Our thighs were touching, the heat from her body reaching out to mine, and it made me happy that she didn’t attempt to move away. That was the thing about Beauty. Even if she was uncomfortable, she wouldn’t cower or show that discomfort, she’d battle through it. At this moment, though, her body language suggested she was completely relaxed with my nearness, no battle in sight.  
 
    “It takes something special to be able to kill a man and not suffer any lingering effects.” 
 
    “They raped and abused me for three years. I think I’m entitled to a little payback.” 
 
    Her voice was tempered with anger. Lifting my hands in surrender, I agreed. “But there are many women who have been in your predicament and were unable to do what you did.” 
 
    “So, what? I’m crazy and a killer. You going to lock me away now?” 
 
    Panic flared in her eyes and her back stiffened as she readied herself to fight. Reaching out, I gently held her chin between my thumb and finger. 
 
    “Not a chance, Beauty. We are partners, remember? We are the same side of the same mad coin, you and I. We are different, up here.” I tapped the side of my head. “It doesn’t make us wrong, nor does it make us right, it just makes us us.” 
 
    Her body lost some of its tension. “Will your boss try and take me away.” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    Seemingly satisfied with my answer, her attention returned to the windows.  
 
    “You’re not a captive here, Beauty. We are equals, and anything you want to do, I’ll make it happen.” 
 
    Surprise etched into her features, her reflection in the window staring intently at me. Resting my chin on her shoulder, I stared right back.  
 
    “I’d really like to kill Algis.” 
 
    Grinning, I poked her gently in the ribs and was stunned silent by the contagious laughter that spilled from her lips. It was a sound I would do anything to hear over and over. Apparently, my Beauty was ticklish. 
 
    “Within reason,” I murmured. 
 
    Her smile dropped, and she sighed loudly, her chin settling into her hand as her gaze left mine to find the clouds.  
 
    “The men who infiltrated Algimas’ property were American.” 
 
    Beauty glanced back over her shoulder. 
 
    “Is that unusual?”  
 
    “Not entirely unusual, most definitely unexpected. It makes me curious as to who or what they were there for.” 
 
    “You think they were there for me?” 
 
    The thought occurred to Raul, Henry, and myself, but until we knew more we wouldn’t speculate.  
 
    “What’s the first thing you’d like to do when we get to St. Petersburg?” I asked her, changing the subject.  
 
    A curious expression morphed into a dreamy smile.  
 
    “Go shopping.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I collapsed back against the couch.  
 
    “You will indeed be the death of me, love.” 
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    St. Petersburg was beautiful, the buildings uniquely foreign and steeped in history. According to the pamphlet in my lap, like me, it had gone through name changes over the years. It had gone from Saint Petersburg to Petrograd, then Leningrad, then St. Petersburg once again. Pressing a finger to the window I was perched in front of, I whispered, “Are you as confused as me?” 
 
    I wanted to go out and explore, but had pinky promised Hart I would stay put while he slept. Sprawled on the giant bed behind me, his leanly muscled frame was completely relaxed as he slept, the sheet at his waist barely covering the large bulge that rested beneath it. The thought of how I’d rocked myself to orgasm against his flesh there made my pussy clench. I wanted more, more pleasure. I’d been starved of it for too long, and I was furious Algis had stolen this from me. Just the thought of the rapist bastard had my temper growing. My monster. I knew what it was now, I knew where it came from, and I knew how to feed it. It was by no means satiated with how things ended with Algis. I needed longer with him, I needed his last breath, and instead, some entitled crime lord was taking it. That made me angry, too.  
 
    The gun Hart had pushed into my hand back in Algis’ home lay in my palm, the cold weight welcomed. It helped me relax. Hart allowed me to keep it with another pinky promise that I wouldn’t shoot him or any of his men. I guess that meant Charlie Decena, too, even though a part of me wanted to shoot him. Anger at the justice that had slipped through my fingers because of his own wants and agenda ate away at my sanity, or what little of it I had left. Leaning my head against the glass window, I thumped my forehead.  
 
    “Stupid crime lord boss taking my vengeance,” I murmured.  
 
    “Are you talking to yourself?” 
 
    Hart’s gravelly voice sent a shiver of goose pimples over my flesh. Sighing, I leaned to one side so I could see him from my chair that sat in front of a large window overlooking the city.  
 
    “Talking to ones’ self is the first sign of madness, you know.” 
 
    Hart laughed, swinging his legs over the side of the bed, uncaring of his nakedness now proudly on display. His hair was mused up, his face soft with sleep . . . well, as soft as a killer could get.  
 
    “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    “My mom,” I answered without hesitation.  
 
    We both froze. A memory. Mine? Or Lucy’s? But I’d said ‘my’ mom, not Lucy’s.  
 
    “Relax, Beauty, you’ll pull a muscle thinking so hard.” 
 
    “I remembered something.” 
 
    Hart stood, his hard, angry cock bouncing as he walked towards me. His whiskey colored eyes were sharp, his body ready to pounce. His jaw held a dark shadow, his chest smooth and hair free. He looked like an angel. A dark angel.   
 
    “Keep looking at me like that, and we’ll have to do something about the ache in my balls.” 
 
    Without realizing what I was doing, I licked my lips. Blow jobs had become something to fear, and something I loathed doing. But the thought of Hart’s cock in my mouth made me feel different. Powerful even. 
 
    “Oh, my sweet Beauty, you are just asking for trouble.” Hart knelt before me, his eyes level with mine. “Your memories will come when they are ready. Don’t force them. As you remember things, we can begin to piece together your past.” 
 
    “A past I can’t return to,” I reminded him.  
 
    Shrugging, he pushed a strand of hair away from my face. “Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe not ever.” 
 
    “Maybe that won’t be so bad.” 
 
    “You want to keep me?” 
 
    His wicked grin turned him into a sexual rogue in a heartbeat.  
 
    “Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad, hmmm?” he echoed his previous statement.  
 
    “When do we go looking for Ruby?” 
 
    The thought of the young teenager frightened and possibly being abused made me sick to my stomach. I was impatient to get out there and look for her, to find her, to free her. When we’d arrived in St. Petersburg, we’d met with a man named Viktor. Tall and lean, with perfectly arched brows over pale blue eyes, his handsome looks had struck me stupid for a moment. That stupidity was slapped aside the moment the man looked at me. I’d seen that look plenty of times over the past few years, condescending and superior, and I was not prepared to simply stand back meekly and take the silent hypocrisy. When I tried to steal Raul’s gun to shoot the Russian bastard, Hart had Henry deposit me in the car where I was forced to wait while the men-folk talked men-folk stuff. It pissed me off and put me in a foul mood. Giving Hart my silence all the way to the hotel had been somewhat invigorating. Such displays of disobedience and power hadn’t been tolerated by Algis, and I found it easier to give Hart a little lip knowing I wouldn’t be punished for it. Or in this case, no lip at all. As soon as we arrived at our room, Hart showered, then promptly fell asleep. My pouting silence had bitten me on the ass, because now I had no clue what was happening. I should have spent my silent moments better by asking questions.  
 
    “Viktor and Raul are making inquiries. We will meet them for dinner and figure out our next course of action.” 
 
    “Somebody might be hurting her.” 
 
    “Her sale has been compromised. She’s young, a virgin. Her seller won’t just hock her off to the nearest available buyer. He’ll want big money, which means a big buyer, which means patience. They will want her virginity intact, and they will want her unmarked, which means she’ll be scared but untouched.” 
 
    It gave me a little comfort to think she would be safe, for now. It didn’t alleviate the need to do something, though. This sitting around was going to send me loopy or loopier.  
 
    “I don’t much like waiting around,” I confessed.  
 
    “Then we should do something about that.” 
 
    A strong hand wrapped around my wrist, pulling me none to gently from the chair I was sitting on. Taking my place in it, Hart wrapped a hand around the thick girth of his cock. With a deviant smirk in place, he reached for his cell phone and within seconds had classical music playing.  
 
    “Dance for me, Beauty.” 
 
    A combination of his playful attitude, the sexual tension, and the music made me giddy with delight. The worrying thoughts of Ruby slipped away, and the music bled deep into my soul, filling my heart with happiness. Wearing a pretty, matching baby-blue bra and panty set, I took a few steps away from Hart and began to move. The music was slow to start, and I swayed and spun as I warmed up. Then I crept into that room in my mind, the one where the memories of dance were stored and protected. Grand jetés, arabesques, retire devants, pirouettes, those memories of learning to dance were all there. Ballet, dreaming on your feet. When I danced, I could pretend I was somewhere else. I could be someone else. But as I danced before Hart whose hand stilled as he watched with utter fascination, I was here. I was Beauty, and I danced for him.  
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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Andres 
 
      
 
    Warmth hits my veins like sex after a long, agonizing dry spell. I take a breath, feeling the air rush through my lungs. Is it my imagination or is the air newer, fresher than the dank shit that was in here only moments ago? I sip at it like a man starving and lean back in the lounge chair, draping my arms over the side. I look at my left arm, at the needle sticking straight out from the vein. I think about reaching over to flick the used needle away, but my eyes catch on the tattoos surrounding the metal prick. 
 
    Luna. 
 
    Her name is a swirl of colour in the bleak wasteland of cartel tats that proclaim my place, my superiority within the organization run by family. Los Zetas. The most feared cartel in Mexico and beyond. And I am among the elite within this vast army of underworld thugs. These marks upon my body are trophies of war, my right of passage. Lost innocence. Except for Luna. The one mark I had written over and over; on my arms, my legs, my neck and over my heart. My salvation. 
 
    She gives me the strength to reach out and take the needle between my fingers, now shaky from the drug flowing freely, blissfully through my system. I pull the metal from my arm and toss it away, uncaring where it lands. I settle back into the chair with a sigh and close my eyes, picturing her behind my lids. Her soft skin, that long, flowing mane, that luscious, curvy, utterly fuckable body.  
 
    I wanted her from the first moment I saw her, standing over some stupid, mouthy cunt in a bar, her fist pulled back, a broken bottle held high, about to disfigure the other woman for life, if not kill her. I couldn’t look away. She was a warrior, a witch, the most gorgeous woman I’d ever seen in that hell hole Mexican town. Now she belongs to me. My Luna, my pretty baby. The thing that keeps me sane.  
 
    Guilt starts to eat away at my high, tearing an ugly hole in the euphoria I’ve worked so hard to achieve. I know I need to push her away, shove my Luna to another place where she’s safe from all this evil bullshit. So fucking hard though. She’s been my everything for three years. I dragged her out of that poverty-stricken shithole and set her up on a pedestal where she can shine like the queen she is meant to be. My Luna, my love. 
 
    Unbidden, her beautiful face floats through my drug hazed mind. I smile and reach for her, but she disappears. She disapproves. She hates the shit I pump into my veins, pretends she doesn’t know where I go for weeks on end, showing up eventually like a lost wolf, sick, starved and shivering, half the man I used to be. Shame eating at my insides, withdrawal eating away everything else. 
 
    I blink and look up, see her in front of me. I frown; this isn’t her. She’s at home, safe in our bed, probably worried. She knows, but she doesn’t want to know. So she goes on without me when I disappear. We call it business, even though she’s wise enough to know when I’m actually away on Los Zetas work. She’s not stupid. She’ll protect me and my reputation with her life. 
 
    “You can’t be here,” I whisper to her ghost, stumbling to my feet. 
 
    She looks at me, looks through me. As though I don’t exist. Anger courses through my veins, speeding the drug. I shake my head bringing a hand up to center myself. I know I’m stumbling, swaying, should probably sit back down. But I need to send my pregnant wife back home, where she’ll be safe. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here,” I snarl, swiping at her. 
 
    I immediately regret the action. I don’t want to hurt her. Fuck, I never wanted to hurt my Luna. Yet every time I leave her, leave to destroy these demons, immerse myself in the darkness so I won’t take it home, I know I’m stabbing her in the heart all over again. Those dark, bottomless eyes tell me of her love and pain each time I walk out the door with no intention of coming back until I’ve purged. Why the fuck did she have to come into my life? My greatest comfort, my worst shame. 
 
    I collapse to my knees at her feet, unable to remain standing in a room that won’t stop spinning. I laugh wildly and reach for her, missing. “Stand still, esposa,” I demand, shouting at the mirage as it shimmers and dances out of reach.  
 
    I continue to kneel at her feet, completely in awe of my glorious wife. Her body is full and round, pregnant with our second child. Tears rush to my eyes as I realize what I’ve done. Once more I have left my Luna, my wife, as she is so close to giving birth. I’ve been in this shack, shooting heroin into my veins for six days. It’ll take weeks of agonizing pain, and nightmarish withdrawals before I’m fit to go home again. She could give birth before I’m once more able to be with her. And she may not want me. Not that it matters. She’ll take me, regardless of her feelings, regardless of the state I’m in.  
 
    For better or worse. 
 
    It was for Luna that I came here. To purge the black from my soul. That last job was a sick fucking piece of work. The death of our enemy and his family had not been smooth or easy; like art, the passing of their regime had painted the walls in abstract. I had been placed in charge of the takeover and subsequent cleanup. A big job. One that had made my family proud.  
 
    It also called to the beast in me. A bleak, dark creature that constantly tries to claw its way out. A thing that can’t be calmed by anything, not even my Luna. The only thing that suppresses the beast, the darkness, is heroin. My escape. 
 
    I pull my gun from my holster, surprised it’s still there after so many hours, so many days, lurching in and out of my own mind. I hadn’t even bothered changing my clothes after the takeover. Simply picked up and left, instructing my men to finish the cleanup. I knew if I didn’t leave I would do something truly regrettable. 
 
    I look up at the devastating lovely vision before me and slowly raise the gun, pointing it at her head. Even drugged out of my mind, I know my aim is good. “Be a good girl and go home, Luna,” I whisper. I pull the trigger. The shot echoes through the room, deafening me. I drop the gun and hunch over the floor, knowing I’m about to take my last trip. I can’t do this again. Can’t do it to my wife, my children, my sanity. I need to find a new way to release my demons. 
 
    I sink my nails into the dusty wooden floor and scrape them toward me, hoping to feel something, at the same time wanting the numbness I came for.  
 
    I look up, desperate for one last glimpse of my salvation, but she’s gone, banished. I sit back on my haunches and contemplate the next few weeks. Pain. I’ve been shot, stabbed, kicked in the balls. Nothing compares to heroin withdrawal. The horrific, sickening pain will let me know that I’m still alive. Still a man, a husband, a father.  
 
    “Wait for me, Luna,” I whisper, collapsing until I’m sitting on the floor with my back against the chair behind me. “I’m coming home, cariño.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    1 
 
      
 
    Two years later 
 
      
 
    Luna 
 
      
 
    “Mama, when are we going home?” 
 
    I stop, my hand on the light switch. I take a breath and look over my shoulder at my four-year-old son, such a miniature replica of his father that my heart aches. Except this time, instead of a happy ache I feel an agonizing wrench. I blink back the tears, not wanting him to see my distress, and try to find my voice. 
 
    “We might stay here for a while, cariño,” I tell him, keeping my voice steady. “I’m not sure yet.” It depends on whether or not your papá can find us.  
 
    I go back to the bed and give him an extra kiss, pressing his small body against mine, absorbing his warmth and taking in his unique babyish scent, grateful he hasn’t lost it yet. Soon he’ll be bigger, will not want his mama to hold him so close and embarrass him with affection. Then I will have to settle for showering his younger sister with my love. I press my lips against his forehead and help him snuggle back under the blankets. 
 
    “I miss papá,” he says sleepily, smothering a yawn against his pillow.  
 
    “I know, baby,” I whisper, smoothing the hair back on his head. 
 
    “Why couldn’t he come to Cuba with us?” His sooty black lashes blink up at me and for a moment I think I see accusation in those too-serious crystal blue eyes. He’s so much like his father I don’t know what I’ll do with him in a few years. Cristo is the main reason I made the decision to leave. I couldn’t abide the thought of this beautiful child becoming the dark, twisted anger-fueled man his father has become. 
 
    The tears rush to the surface again as I contemplate a life without my Andres. It’s too bleak for words, yet it has become my chosen existence. I stand up and turn away. “He’s too busy working,” I say shortly. “Go to sleep.” 
 
    I leave the room and go next door to check on Sola. My baby daughter is sound asleep in her crib, her fine black curls fuzzed out around her small head in a halo. She’s wearing a tiny purple jumper with the feet attached. I run my finger down her cheek, marvelling, as I always do, at the incredible softness. This little beauty stole my heart the moment she left my womb two years ago. She’s been a demanding little diva ever since, wrapping the men in her life around that tiny little finger. I pull her blanket up and kiss my fingertips pressing them against her tiny lips. I wish I could press my lips against her, inhale her scent, but I’m too short to bend that far over her crib. 
 
    I leave the bedroom with a sigh of regret and wander down the hall toward the kitchen area. The house is modest but comfortable. I chose it because I was able to pay cash without raising suspicion. No one will question a Latina woman with children, settling into a small home on the outskirts of Havana; a bustling city with plenty of action but no one to mind my business. At least that’s what I’m hoping. 
 
    “You okay?” Pedro’s deep voice draws my attention and I glance toward him. 
 
    He’s standing in the back door, smoking a cigarette, blowing the stream of smoke out into the night. I wrinkle my nose in annoyance. I hate when people smoke around my children or even in the same home as my children. Pedro knows that this behaviour is borderline unacceptable, but he also knows I can’t complain much. I have no one else to protect me, no one else that would have left the Los Zetas organizations with the wife of a Decena. He knew it was suicide and still he came. 
 
    I know why. Pedro wants me. He’s always wanted me. Fortunately for his health he was good at keeping his lustful thoughts to himself. If my husband had ever caught wind, Pedro would have begged for death long before Andres would’ve granted it. Instead, Pedro managed to place himself in a trusted position within the household as one of my personal bodyguard’s. A position that I shamelessly used in my bid for freedom. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask coolly, flattening my gaze as I stare past him. Long years as a cartel wife have taught me how to keep my emotions to myself. 
 
    “You left your husband and your home,” he says, taking another drag, this time not bothering to blow the stream outside. “They’ll come after you. No telling what he’ll do when he finds you. You must be upset.” 
 
    My eyes settled on him, letting him know just how much of a cockroach I think he is. This man is far too beneath me to be speaking in such a familiar manner. It doesn’t matter that he helped get me and my children out of Mexico. We both know how he expects to get paid. “You don’t know me,” I finally say, my voice dripping with ice. “And you don’t know my husband if you think you can predict his actions. You will not speak to me of this again.” 
 
    He holds his hands up as though surrendering and says, “My apologies Señora Decena. I only wanted to help.” 
 
    “I will tell you when I require your assistance,” I snap, slamming a teacup onto the counter and setting the pot to boil. At least this place comes with a few of the essential amenities. “For now, you are dismissed.” 
 
    I can feel his hesitation, can feel his brain working. He knows there is very little stopping him from simply taking what he wants. Taking what he came here for. My hands sneak around to the front of my bathrobe and tighten the knot below the counter where he can’t see, a useless gesture if he attacks. 
 
    “Goodnight,” he grunts and turns away, leaving through the open door and closing it behind him. There is a small shack on the property that I told him to stay in. I stare after him at the dark window, still shaken. What am I going to do about him if he gets serious? 
 
    I jump as the kettle starts whistling on the stovetop. Heart pounding in my chest I turn to take it off the heat and pour the hot water over my teabag. The soothing smell of chamomile teases my senses and helps to calm me. I take my cup to the table and slide onto the padded chair, setting my cup on the scarred table. Somehow this small, humble house calms me, despite the shabbiness. It reminds me of my home growing up, of mama. Her image comes unbidden to my mind. I smile at the bittersweet thought. My mama was strict, hard-working and crankier than a basket full of scorpions. But she was mine and she loved me. 
 
    I take a sip of the hot tea allowing the heat to help settle my nerves. I laugh a little. There’s no way to settle my nerves now. I’m going to be a nervous wreck, looking over my shoulder for the rest of my, probably short, life. My husband is going to see this as the worst kind of betrayal. And it is. I’ve done what I threatened so many times to do. I’ve left him. But I haven’t just left him, I’ve taken his children with me. The first is unforgivable, the second is a death sentence. He won’t have a choice. His family will insist that he hunt and destroy the woman who stole his legacy. 
 
    A shudder ripples through me and I try to shove such a grim thought to the back of my mind. I made my plan, executed it and now I must follow through. There can be no going back. 
 
    A loud ringing sound crashes through my musing, startling me. My fingers shake the teacup splashing hot water over my hand. I cry out and leap up from the chair, rushing to the stove to snatch up the cloth hanging there. I press it against my hand and gulp deep breaths in. It’s not the burn that’s upsetting me though. It’s the phone, sitting on the counter where I left it. My emergency cell. The last connection I have to Andres.  
 
    I knew he would call, and I knew that this moment would come. That I would only be able to answer this phone once. The ringing stops before I can pick up. But I know my husband. He’s a persistent bastard. He has now returned home to an empty house, no family, no note. He will give me this one opportunity to explain before he starts tearing the world up to find us. 
 
    I take the three steps that bring me to the counter and stare down at the silver phone. Untraceable he once told me. In case there was ever a threat to the family and I needed to disappear. I was to take this phone so Andres could connect when it was safe to do so. He never imagined he would be calling the phone for this reason. 
 
    It starts ringing again and I reach out with trembling fingers, wincing as pain from the burn shoots through my wrist. I feel dizzy at the coming confrontation. I pick up the phone, press the little green button and set it against my ear. “Andres,” I whisper, my voice weak and wobbly to my ears. 
 
    “You’re safe?” he demands. 
 
    “Yes,” I reply, trying to ignore the guilt eating at the edges of my consciousness. Of course the first thing my husband would want to know is if I am hurt. “And the children, we’re all safe.” 
 
    “Then where the fuck are you?” he explodes, he deep voice echoing through the line. 
 
    I wince, holding the phone slightly away. I picture him standing in our beautiful home in Mexico, on Los Zetas territory, at The Site. He would be alone, confused, justifiably angry. But I’m also angry. And I am done. I can’t survive this marriage anymore, never knowing if he’s going to come home or if he’s going to allow the darkness to finally take him. Or if an enemy has finally murdered the man I love. But most of all, I refuse to agonize over the years to come, the unimaginable pain we’ll be causing our children. 
 
    “I can’t tell you,” I say, trying to infuse some strength into my words. 
 
    There’s a moment of silence. I hold my breath and wait, not quite knowing what to expect. Andres can be a terribly violent man, but he shelters me from the worst. I’ve rarely had reason to glimpse the savage I know is buried within my husband, the man that emerges when he goes to work for the cartel. I can feel tension leaping down the line from him to me as his swift brain works out my cryptic words. 
 
    “Why the fuck not, Luna?” he finally snarls. 
 
    My fingers tighten around the phone until they stiffen. My knees buckle and I slide to the floor, my back against the counter. I wrap my free arm around my legs and stare unseeing at the wall opposite. I curl my toes against the cheap linoleum. 
 
    “You didn’t come home when you were supposed to,” I say, choking a little as I remember pacing and worrying, wondering if he’d been killed on his last assignment. Then his men came back home without him, his second-in-command explaining to me that he’s decided to stay behind for a few more weeks. I knew what that meant. 
 
    “I didn’t come home,” Andres repeated, his voice a deep growl. “So you decided to leave? Is this your way of getting attention? Is that what this is, Luna? Because if it is, then you can get your ass home now and we can discuss this, like the fucking adult you are.” 
 
    “I-it’s not about attention, Andres,” I stumble to get the words out. The heat of his anger stabs at me, even over the vast distance of the Caribbean ocean. I lick my lips and swipe a finger under my eyelids, catching the moisture.  
 
    “Then what, Luna? Make me fucking understand,” he snarls.  
 
    A shaft of pain slices through me at his tone of voice. He never speaks this way to me. I press a hand against my chest and lie. “You didn’t come back with your men from P-panama, Andres. You just disappeared for weeks after. For all I knew it was another woman, or… or drugs again. What am I supposed to think?”  
 
    “That’s garbage and you know it, Luna!” he roars. “You are supposed to trust me. You are supposed to stay where I tell you, keep my home for me. Not kidnap my kids and leave because you think I’m doing something you don’t like. You stupid little bitch.” 
 
    I flinch under the onslaught of his anger. This was the side of my husband I knew I would have to face, the terrifying reality I’d spent years avoiding. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. 
 
    “If you were sorry, you would come home,” he grits out. 
 
    “I can’t do that,” I reply, my voice unsteady. “I don’t trust that you didn’t use heroin. I don’t believe that you can contain this evil and I don’t want my children around it. I’ve seen what it does and it frightens me.” 
 
    He says nothing for a moment, but his seething rage comes through loud and clear. I shove a shaking hand through my hair, wishing I had a cigarette to help calm me. I suppose I could ask Pedro, but the consequences of seeking him out might be more than I’m willing to deal with. 
 
    Andres tries to soften his voice when he speaks again. “This is ridiculous, Luna. Just tell me where you are. I’ll come get you and we can talk about this when you and our children are safe at home again. This is a marriage, one that you agreed to willingly. You don’t get to just walk away because you don’t like something.” 
 
    I laugh bitterly. Yes, I’d agreed to the marriage, but Andres wouldn’t have let me escape him, even if I hadn’t been willing. Once he set his sights on me there was no going back to my old life. What a naïve child I was. Well, I’m grown up now and I’m not willing to compromise. Not on this. 
 
    “No, Andres. This is too important to me.” My voice catches as I think of the many nights I sat up waiting for Andres to walk through the door, disappointment my cold companion when morning lit the sky and my husband had not returned. “We won’t be coming home, not to a husband and father that is unstable.” 
 
    “That’s not your choice!” he yells. 
 
    My heart thunders in my chest, feeling as though it will claw its way up my throat and right out of my mouth. Andres’ anger is fearsome and I hate that I’m on the receiving end. I take a few calming breaths. I can hear that he is doing the same.  
 
    “Actually,” I say in a much calmer voice, “it is my choice now. I have removed my children from the danger.” 
 
    Heavy silence fills the line. I can hear the ticking of a clock and glance toward it. It’s old-fashioned, like so many things in Cuba. I love it here, which is part of the reason I chose Cuba as an escape. It’s also relatively easy to hide out. 
 
    “You are going to think hard about this now, baby, because your response to my questions will determine your future. Where the fuck did you take my children?” he demands, the hard edge to his voice razor sharp. “Tell me now and I will keep this between us. If you resist, then it becomes Los Zetas business.” 
 
    We both know what that means. Once my disappearance is known to his family there is nothing he can do to save me. They will demand my blood. A sob catches in my throat and I feel myself weakening. Andres is the only man I have ever loved. He is my lover and my protector. Leaving him went against my every instinct. But I still believe it was the right thing to do. 
 
    “No, Andres,” I whisper. 
 
    I hear something shatter in the background and wonder what he’s broken. I decorated our house, painstakingly chose all of the beautiful, expensive furnishings. Lovely knickknacks that have very little use, but that I value anyway because I grew up destitute, in a home where all our money had to go to food and shelter. I hadn’t intended that I would ever see my house again, but the thought of my husband breaking up the contents of our home still hurts. Poetic, I suppose, since I’m breaking up his family. 
 
    “Then we have nothing else to say to each other,” he tells me after bringing himself back under control. 
 
    “I love you, Andres.” 
 
    “I will find you, Luna,” he says, his voice low and lethal. “God help you.” 
 
    The line goes dead. I sit with the phone still cradled against my ear. A cold shiver slides down my spine and the phone drops into my lap. I finally allow the tears to fall, slipping warm and wet down my cheeks. I drop my face against my knees and sob for the first time since taking my children and walking away from my marriage. 
 
    God help me. 
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    Andres 
 
      
 
    Betrayal churns in my gut as I stare down at the phone, disbelief still my strongest emotion. How is it possible that Luna, my rock, my only love, could leave me? Not just leave but take my children with her. Fury wells up once more. I pick up the phone and hurl it, uncaring that it smashes against our stainless steel refrigerator and falls to the floor in pieces. I know Luna well enough to know that she won’t answer the sister phone again. She’s said her piece, explained her betrayal. Weak as it was.  
 
    My fingers clench into fists and I know if she were standing in front of me I would snap her neck without a shred of remorse. I would tear her body to pieces with my bare hands and feed her to the dogs. I’ve spent years defending her selfish, reckless behaviours. But this… this cannot be explained away. This will be her final act. If she is running away because she fears the darkness, the monster, then she better be ready, because she’s seen nothing yet. When I get my hands on her, she will beg for a swift death. And I will smile at my bitch of a wife while denying her request. She will live just long enough to regret leaving me. 
 
    With a roar I turn and throw my fist through the sliding glass door. I can feel the flesh split on my knuckles as the satisfying sound of glass shatters the silence. Still the anger rides high, the black stain that I can never fully get rid of urges me to do further damage, to tear apart the home that my wife built for us. It’s a false home anyway, built on false promises.  
 
    I pick up one of her favourite vases and hurl it at a window, adrenaline coursing through me as I watch my refection shatter. I don’t stop until I’ve broken everything within reach, stalking through the first floor of our house throwing, smashing and tearing everything within sight. It helps relieve some of the terrible rage that boils up.  
 
    “Everything alright?” 
 
    I pull my gun and turn on the spot, my finger twitching against the trigger. If anyone except Alberto had been standing there they would’ve been dead. “Get the fuck out,” I growl, slamming my gun on the counter. 
 
    He holds his hands up but doesn’t leave. “Can I do anything?” he asks, as though asking in a different way might get him a different answer. 
 
    I open my mouth to tell him to go fuck himself, but then I stop. I need him. Alberto is the only man within the cartel that is entirely loyal to me. Who won’t go to Charlie, my brother, my boss, if I ask him for complete secrecy. And though I want to tear her treacherous heart out, I want to do it in my own time, in my own way, without the demands and influence of my family. 
 
    I nod once and wave him to a chair. Striding over broken glass, uncaring of the damage I’m doing to the floor, I grab a bottle of tequila and two shot glasses. I sit with Alberto, setting the bottle in front of him and waving at him to pour. He unscrews the cap and splashes a healthy shot of the clear liquid into each glass. Without pause I toss mine back, savouring the burn as it hits the back of my throat and warms my stomach. 
 
    I set my glass on the table and nod for another pour. He obliges and this time takes his shot with me. Once our glasses are back on the table, I speak. “Luna has taken my children and left.” 
 
    I can see a quick flash of surprise before Alberto manages to smother the emotion. He knows better than to have any kind of opinion, even a silent one. Unsolicited opinions within our organization can be deadly. He inclines his head and pours another splash of liquor into each glass. “She is on vacation?” he ventures. “Shopping perhaps.” 
 
    We both know that this is not true. “Sí, she is shopping,” I grunt my acknowledgment of the lie. 
 
    “We will find out where she is shopping so you can join her,” he continues, his agile brain working faster than mine. This is why I need Alberto on my side. I’m too caught up in emotion. I want to find her, strangle her, fuck her, beat her. But I won’t be able to do any of that if I can’t get my hands on her. 
 
    “Yes, we must find her,” I agree. “Bring my children home.” 
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    Luna 
 
      
 
    It’s been three days since my conversation with Andres. I try to settle into a routine with the children, try to show them the Havana that I love, but I can’t help but look over my shoulder every five minutes. If I’m honest with myself, I know it’s just a matter of time before Andres finds me. He has connections, he has motivation and he won’t stop until his children are safe at the Los Zetas site once more. And I’m punished for daring to remove them, and myself, from his life. 
 
    I adjust my oversize sunglasses and glance around surreptitiously. We’re visiting the Plaza Vieja in Old Havana. Nothing compares to the old cobbled streets and restored buildings of Old Havana. Although Sola is still too young to appreciate the sights, Cristo is intelligent and I want my children to soak up as much history as possible. Perhaps come to understand both the allure and the harm of a regime under a dictatorship. No one suspicious catches my eye. Except for Pedro. That asshole has been trailing us everywhere, even when I tell him to stay behind. I give him the evil eye and clutch my daughter harder against my chest. 
 
    “I can take her if she she’s getting too heavy for you, Luna,” he drawls, looking down my cleavage where Sola has grabbed onto my peach blouse and pulled it to one side. 
 
    I try to delicately pull the material from her small fingers and rebutton it without drawing too much notice. “That’s Señora Decena to you,” I snap coolly, holding his gleaming brown gaze. “And no, I can manage my children.” 
 
    He holds my look for several long seconds before lifting an eyebrow and moving slightly away. My heart pounds. I know my outright hostility won’t hold him for long. But God help me, I need this man. He has access to underworld contacts I don’t, people and papers that will allow us to travel without discovery. The problem is, eventually he’s going to demand payment, and it’s not going to be money. If I’d had any other choices, any other men willing to betray my husband, I would have chosen them over Pedro in a heartbeat. 
 
    “Mama.” 
 
    I look down as Cristo tugs on the edge of my shirt. I do my best to smile at him. “Yes, baby?” I ask brightly. 
 
    “Not a baby,” he grumbles. “I’m hungry. Can we stop walking now?” 
 
    I sigh and stop walking, looking around to get my bearings in the square. Cuba isn’t exactly known for its cuisine, but I’ve been to Havana a few times, and I know a couple of decent restaurants that will do. “Of course, Cristo.” I shift Sola in my arms so she’s sitting on a hip, one of my arms wrapped firmly around her. This frees up my other hand for Cristo. I reach for him, take his hand in mine and lead him out of the square toward a bistro only a few blocks away.  
 
    We wind our way through a marketplace, Cristo marvelling at all the bright colours and friendly locals trying to sell their wares. I smile, but move quickly past, promising my children that we will come back and look at the souvenirs later. I don’t blame them for wanting something. We came to Cuba in a rush. Once my decision to leave Andres was made, we had to leave Mexico in a hurry with minimal baggage. I left most of the children’s toys behind. Now the brightly patterned wooden trucks, license plates and dolls are appealing. 
 
    It takes only a few moments for us to be seated at the small bistro. The selection is limited, especially for children. A quick glance at the menu and I rattle off several items in Spanish. I flick a glance toward our unwanted companion, who has taken a seat across from me, unbidden. I don’t order anything for him. He can fend for himself.  
 
    “Is papá coming today?” Cristo asks as I fuss with Sola’s bib. 
 
    A shudder ripples down my spine and I ignore Pedro, whose eyes are boring into me. I run my fingers down Cristo’s cheek and murmur, “Your father is busy, my darling. It’s just us for now. We will have some fun though, travelling around and shopping. You will like that, hmm?” 
 
    Cristo’s blazing blue eyes, sharp with intelligence, hold mine. He seems to look for something. He is only four yet he is so much older than his years, he always has been. As much as I’ve tried to make him my baby, he is more his father’s child than mine. Sola, with her dramatic ways and her big dark eyes, is one hundred percent my child. A shaft of pure pain pierces me, stealing my breath. I know what I’m doing is correct, the right path, but it hurts so fucking bad. 
 
    There is no one on this planet that completes me except for the father of these children. And I walked away from him, turned my back on his home, knowing I could never go back. Tears glisten and I’m forced to glance away, into the malevolent gaze of Pedro. I narrow my eyes.  
 
    “Come, children, let’s eat,” I say as the food arrives. “Then we will go back to that marketplace and pick up a few souvenirs. Some toys for you to play with while we’re on vacation.” 
 
    Cristo grins and chatters about the brightly coloured trucks he saw and which one he might choose for himself while Sola grabs for a baked tortilla, shoving it in her mouth. Relief washes through me. Happy children are something that I recognize. Though serious, Cristo isn’t used to hardship and the last thing I want to introduce him to is a life of poverty or pain; both things I’d experienced in spades as a child.  
 
    After a few purchases for the children in the marketplace, we finish our day in Old Havana with a visit to the Museo de la Ciudad. Exhausted but happy, we make our way back to the bungalow. Despite the unhappy circumstances surrounding our visit to Cuba, I somehow managed to make our day of sightseeing fun and educational. I’d also been able to push the pain of not having Andres with us to the side. He loves Cuba. He’s the reason I know Havana well enough to come here. 
 
    I tell Pedro to stay out of the house as I unlock the door and usher the children inside. I slam it in his face and twist the lock, knowing that he could easily find his way in if he wants to. I place our purchases on the counter and hurry Cristo and Sola to their bedrooms at the end of the hall, urging them to change for the night. Instead of annoyance, I feel amusement as I listen to Sola’s stumbles and Cristo’s grumbles while they get ready for sleep. My son thinks he is too old now for such an early bedtime and my daughter is too clumsy to put her bedclothes on by herself. She usually has a nanny to help. 
 
    Ignoring the wrinkles to my expensive silk skirt, I go to my knees in front of her, a smile on my lips. “You need help, my love?” I ask gently. 
 
    “Sí, mama,” she pouts, holding out an arm with a footsie pajama bottom on it. 
 
    I laugh, take it in my hand and tug. She goes flying back, landing on her diapered butt. I bite my lip to suppress my giggles until I see her reaction. She looks up at me with a suspicious frown marring her perfect forehead, her black eyes glowing retribution. “Mama…” she starts, her high-pitched voice on the edge of a tantrum. 
 
    “Wow, is that a unicorn?” I exclaim excitedly smoothing the pajamas out and pointing.  
 
    Her eyes flit over the top and she nods, reaching for it, her tiny fingers scrunching against the soft material. “Purple,” she informs me seriously. 
 
    “Huh,” I say, snapping the pajamas out and holding them up for her to step into. “I really thought it was more of a lilac.”  
 
    She puts her hand on my shoulder and steps, first one leg in, wiggling her toes into the bottom. “No, mama,” she insists. “Purple!” 
 
    I chuckle and help her with the other leg, pulling the arms on and zipping the pajamas up the front. Once she’s changed I swing her up into my arms and carry her into the washroom where I help her brush her teeth. I supervise Cristo, who can brush his own teeth now, but won’t without a parent or nanny around, then settle them both into bed with kisses and a story each. I’m a little surprised Sola isn’t insisting on sleeping with her brother since she’s in a strange house, but she seems to settle easily. 
 
    After the children are snuggled into bed I wander to the kitchen to set the kettle to boil. I stare at it absently, my thoughts turning away from the innocence of my children. Though I desperately don’t want to, I know I must seek out Pedro to discuss our next steps. We’ve been in Havana too long. We have to move, change locations if we are to have half a chance of surviving the Decenas.  
 
    I turn the stove element off and pour hot water over my teabag. I set the teacup aside, leaving it untouched for now. With a sigh of disgust I move to the back door, unlocking it and stepping out into the dark night. Acrid smoke immediately assails my nostrils, telling me that Pedro is stalking the yard. Though I hate the idea that he might have been watching me through the sliding glass door, I’m grateful that I don’t have to seek him out in the confines of the small shack he inhabits. 
 
    “Pedro?” I say hesitantly. I may be able to smell him, but I can’t see him. I pull my long, thick mane of hair off my neck and look around, searching the darkness. 
 
    I jump as he steps into the slight glow cast from the kitchen light. 
 
    “Señora Decena,” he drawls. 
 
    My hackles rise immediately. Since our arrival in Cuba, every word out of this man’s mouth has taken on a disrespectful tone. I want to verbally slap him in a way that only Luna Decena is capable of, but he’s a half foot taller than me and probably outweighs me by fifty pounds of solid muscle. He’s still half the man my husband is, but I’m not willing to spar with him, not when I could get hurt. It would leave my children vulnerable, without protection. I swallow my hatred and look away so he can’t see the venom. 
 
    “We need to move,” I say. 
 
    “Move?” he asks slowly. 
 
    I grit my teeth. He’s playing with me. We discussed all possibilities before we came to Cuba. He knows the plan, knows we won’t be staying here long. “Yes,” I say calmly. “We need to leave Cuba so Andres doesn’t catch up to us.” 
 
    He takes his time answering, though he knows we need to work out the details of our next move. I can hear music off in the distance. I try to work out if it’s a live band or a radio. It’s beautiful, uniquely Cuban. I sigh and cross my arms over my chest, rubbing at the bare flesh. I’m not cold, the evening is warm and humid. I’m sad, uncertain, fearful. Any number of emotions that I keep trying to suppress, but now that I’m getting tired from lack of sleep and nervousness, I’m beginning to fail at hiding it. I want to stay in Cuba, somewhere familiar, somewhere with happy memories, but I know I can’t. 
 
    “France.” His voice rumbles, cutting through the music.  
 
    I shudder and shake my head. Though I can barely make out his shadowy form in the darkness I know he can see me in the light filtering from the kitchen behind me. “No, France will be one of the first place the Decenas will look,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. I want to speak with strength, but there’s nothing left in me. I’ve given up… for now. I’ll find more after I sleep. I’ll do it for my children. “I think… I think… maybe, Malaysia,” I say, trying to get my exhausted mind to work. I know I should have worked this out ahead of time, but we departed Mexico so quickly, came to Cuba. It was probably stupid to come to a place that Andres knows and loves as much as I do, but I don’t think he’ll expect me to stay on this side of the ocean.  
 
    “You think,” Pedro says derisively. 
 
    I stand up straighter and glare in his direction. “I know,” I snap, turning my back on him and reaching for the door. “We leave for Kuala Lumpur tomorrow. Make the arrangements.” 
 
    I feel proud of myself. Now I’m starting to sound like Luna Decena again. Self-assured, in control and a little spoiled. I open the door but before I can step inside Pedro grabs my arm, swings me around and pushes me back against the glass. I open my mouth to protest but he covers my mouth with his, shoving his tongue inside. I freeze, instantly afraid. All thought flees and I’m helpless against his onslaught as his hands snake over my body, squeezing and pressing. 
 
    I’m terrified that he’s going to drag me to the ground and rape me right there in the back yard of our rental cottage. Tears prick my eyes and still I can’t move. I choke and cough into his mouth, the feel of his slimy tongue causing me to gag. The tiny involuntary resistance is enough to make him stop for a moment. He lifts his head and glares down at me. I can see him now as he stands over me, his face an ugly lust-filled mask.  
 
    I want to scream and fight and claw him to pieces. An image of Blaire races through my sluggish brain. I know exactly what she would do. If Pedro had dared to touch her in such a way she would have murdered him with such violence that he would’ve been unrecognizable by the time she was done. I desperately wish I had even a little of her skill. Instead I’m as frozen as a statue, as weak as a kitten when threatened by a man like this. Pathetic. I’d done more damage in my youth when Marta Sanchez had called my mother a whore. But this is different… 
 
    “You thought my services were free?” Pedro groans, turning my head to the side so he can slobber on my ear and neck. 
 
    I frantically try to get my brain moving, try to tell myself to lie to him. I can deal with him later. Anything is better than what he wants from me. I do my best to channel my mother, one of the best actresses I knew. I suck back the sobs that threaten my composure, blink back the tears and find my voice.  
 
    “I’m well aware of your wants, Pedro,” I say coolly, allowing a small purr of enticement to my voice. “But I’ve just left my husband, the Zetas are most likely hunting us and my children are only one room over. I’m really not in the mood… cariño.” 
 
    His erection presses excitedly against my hip and I close my eyes, trying to mask my shudder of repulsion as a shiver. He runs a hand down my arm and I’m forced to grit my teeth. “You can come to my shack, chica. We can have a good time over there and your children will never hear.” 
 
    I want to scream at this motherfucker and then slap myself silly for ever enlisting his services. Then again, I would never have escaped safely if I’d asked anyone else. I remind myself once more, Pedro had the connections and was the only man who wouldn’t immediately turn me over to my husband. I swallow the bile threatening to rise in my throat, turn the fakest of smiles up at him and say, “It will be so much better if I’m not worried about my babies waking up and looking for me.” When he opens his mouth to protest I place my hand against his chest and run it down to his belly in one smooth, erotic motion. “Trust me, darling, we will make love very soon and it will be more than you ever hoped for.” 
 
    He groans out loud and places a palm at the back of my head, crushing me against him in a hug. I can feel his heart beating against my cheek. This time I can’t hold back the tears. I miss my husband, his warmth, the sound of his heart beating. Not this maniac. I mumble a goodnight and turn away, rushing through the back door. I slam it shut behind me and lock it. Of course he is well able to come through that door if he wants to. He might be disgusting but he isn’t stupid.  
 
    I walk mechanically to my teacup, pick it up and lift it to my lips. It’s cooled down now, more than I’m willing to drink. A sob bursts from my lips and I hurl the cup toward the sink, feeling slightly better at the satisfying sound of shattering glass. I shut the light off and go to bed, checking on the children as I go. 
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    Andres 
 
      
 
    I don’t often smoke, but the occasion seems to call for it and Pedro is kind enough to leave a pack and a lighter out for me. Since I quit using heroin my cravings for other substances has increased; the need to take myself out of certain situations paramount. This isn’t one of those situations. I want to be here, in the moment, enjoying every moan of pain, every drop of blood spilled. This man will learn what happens when my family is taken from me. Unfortunately, he won’t live long enough to tell others not to fuck with me and mine. 
 
    I inhale deeply, savouring the sensation as it fills my lungs, burning in the way only an ex-smoker can appreciate. I’m sitting in a chair, in the corner of his room. I haven’t bothered to be quiet, but he still hasn’t woken, the man who has betrayed me. This annoys me. If a man must go to his death he should wake up and do it on his feet, face me like a man. I stub the cigarette out in the ashtray and stand. I flip the light on and approach the bed, giving it a kick for good measure. 
 
    Finally, Pedro gives me the response I desire, groaning and turning over to face me. I grin at him, letting my presence sink in for a moment. The second recognition hits, I let my fist fly, shattering his nose where he lays in his bed. His head flies to the side and blood sprays across the pillow and up the wall next to the bed. I take a fistful of his hair and drag him from the small bed onto the floor. He’s almost completely naked, except for a pair of worn boxer briefs.  
 
    “Pedro, my friend,” I laugh down at him like we’re old buddies, dropping him at my feet. When he tries to push himself backwards enough to gain his feet, I kick him hard enough in the thigh to drop him again. He shouts in pain and, as he goes down, I kick him in the ribs, allowing the rage to flow through me. This won’t take as long as I’d hoped or planned, the anger is too consuming for me to play with this idiot. “You aren’t where you’re supposed to be.” 
 
    He holds a hand out, a weak attempt to get me to pause my assault. I grin savagely. The moron just gave me something else to break. I take hold of his hand and break all five of his fingers in one swift move, crushing them in an punishing grip. He tries to pull his hand back to his chest in an attempt to cradle the injured appendage. I take hold of his arm and wrench it behind his back, bending until it breaks. I don’t need him for anything. I’ve found my family. His death became a forgone conclusion the moment he betrayed the cartel, therefore there’s no reason for me to pull my punches. 
 
    He screams in pain, his agony rending the evening, interrupting the haunting Cuban music that’d been playing in the background. I release his arm to hang limply by his side, step around the front of him and send my knee into his face. He’s kind enough to hunch forward as I bring my knee up, increasing the impact. I’ve worked enough guys over in my life to know exactly what kind of damage I’ve done. His front teeth are now in the back of his throat and his navel cavity is caved in. I’m happy. His screams have become gurgles and I can hear the music again. 
 
    “Better,” I say, sitting on the edge of his bed. I watch him try to crawl toward the door and laugh derisively. “You think you’ll get far, Pedro?” I stand up and stride around to his front, taking in the hideous mask of his bloodied face. “No, hombre. There’s no going forward, no going back… no going anywhere from this.” I crouch next to him and place my hand on his shoulder, as if commiserating. “You took my wife and kids, Pedro. That’s a death sentence by itself. But tonight, I watched as you put hands on my wife. I watched you touch what belongs to me, covet my woman.” 
 
    He garbles something completely unintelligible, spitting out a streak of blood, saliva and teeth. Savage satisfaction rolls through me and I reach over him toward the tiny card table, picking up the pack of cigarettes and lighter. I light another one, blowing a stream of smoke down at Pedro. 
 
    “You know, I probably would’ve ended this quickly. Used a gun, put a bullet in your head while you slept.” I allow an edge of regret to leak into my voice as I speak. “You were a good man. With the Zetas for a lot of years. Instead, you touched my Luna. Laid hands on her.” Anger courses through me as I picture the way he pressed himself against her while she was forced to take his attentions. I’d stood in the back of the yard, hidden in the shadows, watching, taking in her reaction, making sure she wasn’t encouraging him. The manner of her death would be determined by her actions since she fled Mexico. I yank his head back, pull the knife from my belt and slice his ear off. Gurgling screams erupt from his throat and blood gushes forth in a fountain. I release him so he doesn’t get blood all over my jeans and shoes. I examine the blade, proud of the lethal edge I keep to my weapons. “Almost too bad I didn’t let you keep your voice, would’ve been interesting to hear your weak justifications for taking another man’s wife.” 
 
    I sit back on the bed once more and watch him collapse on the floor in a pitiful heap, blood seeping from his head. His broken arm lays at an odd angle next to his body. I wipe the edge of my blade on his pillow and then tap it against my leg as I let him writhe in pain a little longer. I’ve found over the years that suffering is increased by two things; the expectation of more pain and the time it takes for the body to take stock of the damage done to it, for the pain receptors to go from blissful numbness to agonizing life as the body tries to recover.  
 
    His groans increase in volume as the fire of pain licks at him. I stand and circle him, wishing for a worthier opponent. A good fight might have released some pent-up frustration. Might have saved my wife from some of the seething hate running through my veins. Instead, he acts like nothing more than a slithering worm. Barely worthy of my notice, let alone the edge of my blade. 
 
    “You disgust me,” I snarl, feeling suddenly tired. I drop my cigarette on the floor and crush it beneath my heel. 
 
    He cringes into the floor and rolls onto his back. He brings his hands up, one broken and mangled, and places them in a prayer position. He begs with his eyes. I grant his wish for death, slashing my knife in a downward arc through the material of his shirt, the soft tissue of his stomach and deep into the recesses of stomach cavity. He howls in pain while I slice through his bowels, making sure he will feel every moment of his death for the long hours to come.  
 
    The man that aided my wife’s departure does not get to die easily. He will go to hell wishing he’d made another choice. I pull my blade from his intestines as easily as if I sliced through butter. Another fist to the face and his screams turn to gurgles of agony. I stand, pleased that Pedro has learned his lesson.  
 
    I wipe my knife on his bed and sheath it once more. An image of Luna flashes through my mind and I fear that I will need it again soon enough. I’m unable to hold onto the thought of slicing her up, though I know there can be no other way. She’s earned the justice that will be coming her way. As I leave the shack and make my way toward the house, I know it’s eagerness to set eyes on her once more, touch her soft skin, hold her against me, sink inside her silken body that drives me forward.  
 
    There’s no reason I can’t fuck my wife before I release her from this mortal world. Perhaps she’ll thank me. After Pedro’s death I’m feeling benevolent, less vengeful. Maybe I’ll be able to suppress the fury enough to send her on an orgasmic high before I kill her. She knows what must happen. Though purposefully oblivious on occasion, Luna is not a stupid woman. 
 
    I walk steadily toward the cottage a bleak calm settling over me. Soon I will see her again. The woman that I love, the woman I can never trust. She must be put down. 
 
    As I reach for the back door it flies open in my hand. I pull my gun and jump to the side, prepared to shoot the threat. When I see Alberto, I reholster my gun and straighten. “What the fuck, man?” I grumble and go to step around him. 
 
    He holds a hand out. “She’s not here,” he says grimly. “It looks like she took the children and ran as soon as we got here.” 
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    Luna 
 
      
 
    I can’t sleep. 
 
    I roll over onto my side and punch one of the extra pillows pulling it against my stomach. I think about going out to the kitchen for a shot or two of the Cuban rum I picked up in Havana today, but I fear that Pedro will see the light and think it is an invitation to come inside for a visit. I turn over again and sigh, staring at the faint light in the hall. I’ve been leaving the washroom light on with the door partially closed as a makeshift nightlight for the children. So far neither of them have needed to get up in the night. My little darlings have always been amazing sleepers, like their father. Unlike their mama. 
 
    I roll over again, turning my back to the hallway, and hug the pillow tight against me. I close my eyes. Andres immediately fills my mind, his dark, tattooed body stalking to the forefront. I bury my face into the bedding and release a muffled sob. There’s no help for it. I can’t stop thinking of him. I never could. He’s been the only man for me since the moment I set eyes on him five years ago. 
 
    I was nineteen. 
 
    I lived at home still, with my mama, Julia. She was the prettiest, most sought after woman in our small Mexican town. She never said she made a mistake with my papá, because she loved me too much to tell me I wasn’t wanted. But I knew. I’m not stupid. I stayed home to help mama pay rent. It was hard to find jobs in our territory, especially for women. Most jobs were paid for on their backs. My mama… she wasn’t having any of that shit. She was a hard worker, even though a woman with her looks didn’t have to work. 
 
    I, on the other hand, took advantage of the many offers that started coming my way when I turned 14 and my curves filled in. I didn’t fuck around with them… for the most part. Mama would’ve killed them and then me if she thought I was selling my body for money. No, I just used men, dangled them on my little finger and greased them for as much as I could get. I learned the art of flirtation at an early age and used it for as much as I could possibly get for me and my family. Once I’d assured mama that I wasn’t prostituting myself, she seemed happy to partake of the money, jewelry and other gifts that were showered on me. 
 
    I met Andres at a bar just outside Los Zetas territory. It was near the small town I lived in. My friend, Sonja, convinced me I would find richer, better looking prey if I widened my hunting grounds. She wasn’t entirely wrong. I’d exhausted the pool of willing saps in the town where I lived and, since I wasn’t willing to commit, I needed to find a new haunt. The evening I met my future husband I wore the sluttiest jeans I owned, a pair of ripped up skinny jeans that may as well have been glued to my ass and hips. I topped it with a black half corset, fire engine red lipstick and my favourite pair of lucky cowgirl boots that I’d bought in Tijuana. 
 
    When we arrived, it was to discover that we weren’t the only ones with this brilliant plan. One of the resident whores from my small town, a bitch that actually sold herself, was perched on a barstool, talking shit about me and mine. Marta Sanchez. I’d known her since grade school, long enough for the two of us to develop a decent hatred of each other. Well, I couldn’t have this smack-talking whore bad-mouthing my mama in some other town. Especially not behind my back. Nope. She was going to do that shit right in front of me where I could cut her up for daring. 
 
    “Please don’t,” Sonja whispered, clutching my arm. “I think there’s some cartel guys in here.” 
 
    “You might want to stand away from the blood spray,” I muttered back, peeling her fingers away and stalking toward the bar, my eyes narrowing on Marta. 
 
    “Well fuck me, if it isn’t my home town whore!” Marta shouted when I got close enough for her to spot me. Her shrill voice carried throughout the bar. “Her mama used to be pretty and now this one thinks she’s hot shit.” 
 
    “Keep talking, bitch!” I snarled as I approached. 
 
    She must’ve drank too much for self-preservation to kick in because she remained seated, a cruel smile twisting her bright-pink painted lips while everyone within her vicinity scattered. 
 
    “You think you’re so fucking hot,” she said, pointing at me. “You’re nothing but a pair of tits and a bad fuck when the guys can’t find someone better. Go back home, Luna. No one wants you in these parts. You ain’t got nothing they want. Go take care of your broken-down whore of a mama.” 
 
    I didn’t respond verbally. I grabbed a fistful of her curly hair and dragged her off the bar stool. Her back hit the floor so hard the empty chairs around us rattled. I reached for a beer bottle brought it down hard against the side of bar, smashing it. I’d never really been in a true bar fight before but at that moment I was pretty happy I’d practiced smashing empties out behind my house. 
 
    I leapt on top of Marta, grabbed her by the hair and smashed her head into the floor, dazing her. When her eyes started to focus once more I brought the jagged edge of the bottle to her throat and snarled, “You will apologize about my mama. Right. Fucking. Now.” 
 
    She turned her head to the side and spat then looked up and gave me a bloody half grin. “Make me, puta. You’re just like her, making your money on your back.” 
 
    I saw red. I didn’t care that I’d never really been in a fight in my life, didn’t care that there were all kinds of witnesses, I was going to cut this bitch. Make her regret her own birth. I lifted my arm, about to bring my hand down in a dramatic swing and cut her face open. Take out at least one of my competition. But before I could cut the bitch, my wrist was seized from behind in a strong, uncompromising grip. I frowned and glanced back over my shoulder. I met the bluest, sexiest most alluring eyes I’d ever seen on a Mexican man.  
 
    I recognized him instantly from his tattoos, his massive build and his arrogant attitude. Los Zetas. He was cartel. Holy. Shit. Despite the death I read in his eyes, I could feel myself instantly respond to him; my heart beat faster, my cheeks flushed and my body started to melt right then and there.  
 
    “You sure you want to do that, chica?” he asked, his deep voice filtering through my angry haze, turning my nipples diamond hard. 
 
    My gaze rolled back toward my victim still laying frozen beneath me, her eyes squeezed shut now. She seemed to have figured out that I meant business with the broken end of a beer bottle. I studied her for a moment, trying to feel sympathy for the psycho whore cunt that had called my mama names in front of an entire bar. Nope, nothing. 
 
    I nodded my head. “Yes, definitely,” I said earnestly batting my lashes at him and giving him the big deep brown, almost black eyes that usually worked on all of my male prey. He seemed completely unmoved. 
 
    “Have you ever cut anyone before?” he asked idly, his thumb caressing the sensitive spot on the back of my wrist underneath my thumb. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, but Marta seems like a good start.” Her eyes were starting to open and I saw hope reflected there. I glared death at her, assuring her with my own eyes that she better start melting back into the floor because as soon as this hombre dropped my hand she was DONE. 
 
    He nodded and continued to caress my skin, his thumb making circling motions. “The feel of flesh under a blade is not something you should take lightly, Luna. I know this well. You cut her up, and it will stay with you for life.” His deep voice caressing my name, his words, the emotion he allowed me to see in those gorgeous, bottomless eyes, they pierced me.  
 
    I nodded my head thoughtfully. I believed him. This was a man that had seen darkness and death. Had lived it and something in him didn’t want me to see the same things. I dropped the bottle. He grinned at me, showing me a dimple in his cheek. I realized he must be younger than I thought; maybe twenty or twenty-one. 
 
    “Th-thank you,” Marta said gratefully from underneath me.  
 
    My head snapped down and I drew my fist back, sending it flying into her face. The back of her head hit the floor hard with a satisfying thump. I grinned and looked up at the incredibly gorgeous Los Zetas crouched over top of me. He offered me his hand and I took it, allowing him to help me up. 
 
    “Let’s go, sweet Luna.” 
 
    I went with him and we spent the rest of the night making love, exploring each other and indulging in a sensual tasting unlike anything I’d ever done before. When we finally sated our desires for a few hours at a time, we talked. Andres wanted to know everything about me, even though it wasn’t an exciting story. He asked endless questions, frowning fiercely if I dared to mention other men. At one point, when I told him the truth about my reason for being in the bar he apparently frequented, he’d become so annoyed, he’d flipped me right over and fucked me from behind, demanding that I never again do anything so reckless.  
 
    One night turned into a day, and a day turned into a weekend. At the end of that weekend I’d insisted that I needed to go see my mama, explain why I wasn’t home. Even though I was a flirt, I wasn’t a loose kind of woman. I didn’t usually stay away for entire nights. I was shocked when Andres refused to allow me to leave. Even he seemed confused by his own possessive anger over my need to go home. Finally, he agreed that it was ridiculous to keep me locked away from my family and friends. 
 
    I made the promise that I would come back and he allowed me to leave. Our separation didn’t last longer than a few hours. I’d barely walked through my front door, said hello to my mama and tried to explain my absence when the big Mexican conqueror came striding in behind me, uncaring that he hadn’t been invited in.  
 
    I sigh and smile into my pillow as I picture the confrontation between him and mama. She’d made only one protest and then he’d swept her away by both dogged determination and charm, assuring her that his intentions were honourable; that he wanted to marry me the moment we could find a church. A warm rush of feeling had swept over me as I’d listened to him speak to my only living relative. Logical arguments had popped up in my brain, but each time I tried to fight with myself, my gaze was drawn back to him. I couldn’t believe my luck. Couldn’t believe a man like this wanted a girl like me.  
 
    I came from nothing, living like a pauper, on my wits and will alone. It amazed me that a man as good looking and connected as Andres could possibly want me for more than a good night’s fuck. And I’d done exactly what I’d sworn never to do, given up the goods at the blink of an eye. I thought I would come back home to my small town with my small, lonely life and stay here until I died. I never thought I’d see the powerful, sexy mobster again. Perhaps a small part of me was relieved at the prospect, knew I was safer, saner, if I walked away and didn’t look back. That life wasn’t for a small-town girl like me. 
 
    But then he showed up at my door. Spoke like a man in love. He even convinced mama. Or at least convinced her that he planned on kidnapping me, dragging me to the alter and eventually impregnating me, and there was nothing she could do to stop him; that if she wanted a relationship with her daughter and future grandbabies then she’d better sanction the union. 
 
    We were married the next day with only my mother and one of his brothers to stand up with us. It was such a whirlwind. Before I knew what was happening, I was on a plane to Paris for a new wardrobe and then Cuba for the rest of our honeymoon. It was terrifying, it was exciting, it was the happiest time in my life. Because I had never seen my husband more relaxed and carefree than those two weeks that we’d taken away from real life, away from the Los Zetas. 
 
    Once we returned to The Site and Andres returned to his life within the organization, our marriage became a terrifying struggle between his brutal dark side and my ability to ignore everything that went on around me. Before I could question myself, question my values and the horrors I knew I shouldn’t keep turning away from, I became pregnant. A terrifying and exhilarating prospect. My baby, my Cristo, gave me something else to focus on. Gave Andres and me someone else to love.  
 
    But then Andres started disappearing, coming home less frequently and when he did, the black aura of death would cling to him and I’d know he’d been on a particularly brutal job. I would beg him to come home. But he would still disappear, sometimes for weeks at a time, sometimes longer. Once he didn’t come home for over two months. When he did finally show up on our doorstep he was a burnt-out shadow of his former self. And though he promised me he would never do it again, I knew drug addicts. Had grown up around them in my small town. Heard stories from mama about my deadbeat daddy. Once an addict, always an addict. Eventually the pull of the drug would be too much for him. More than his love for his family. I’d had no choice but to ask Charlie to step in. Since that terrible time I know that Andres has controlled his habit. I used it against him, throwing it in his face as my reason for leaving. I lied to him.  
 
    I sit up in bed with a sigh and shove hair out of my face. I know I won’t be able to sleep. I decide to try to find the rum without turning any lights on. I need a couple of shots before I can settle down. I slide off the bed and reach for my robe, tying it loosely around my middle. I pad barefoot down the hall, past the washroom, around the corner toward the kitchen, squinting in the darkness. Very little light filters through the windows here. We’re too far on the outskirts of Havana to see city lights. 
 
    I turn the corner and reach for the cupboard. My fingers just barely graze the handle when I’m seized from behind, lifted right of the floor and slammed into a hard chest, a hand covering my mouth. Panic engulfs my mind and I kick out, striking the fridge with the heel of my foot. I think Andres must have me and has covered my mouth so we won’t wake the children, but I realize quickly I’m wrong. The man holding me doesn’t feel like my husband, doesn’t smell like my husband. 
 
    It doesn’t take me long to realize that whoever is holding me doesn’t want to hurt me. I stop panicking and let myself go limp, gripping his arm. He gentles his hold and starts whispering rapidly in my ear.  
 
    “We don’t have much time,” he says. “Soon as Andres is done playing with Pedro, he’ll be in here looking for you.” 
 
    A chill slithers through my heart as I realize who has me. Alberto. Andres’ best friend and second-in-command. I begin shaking in his arms. I don’t understand why he isn’t immediately turning me over to my husband. Why he’s saying this to me. As though he intends to help me. I try to speak, but my words are muffled by his hand. He has more to say and he wants to get it out quickly before we’re interrupted. 
 
    “You must take the children and go, run far away from here, Luna,” he says against my ear. The scent of his cologne wafts between us and I know that smell will forever be burned into my memory along with the confusion and terror of this moment. I despise Alberto’s touch, but he’s giving me a chance so I settle and listen. “Andres intends to kill you, and I can’t let that happen. When I release you, you will run. Comprende?” 
 
    I nod frantically, my lips pressing hard against his fingers. He releases me and shoves me away from him. I stumble forward and catch myself against the edge of the fridge. I take three running steps toward the hall without looking back, instinct guiding me to my children. Then I wheel around, my hands on either wall and squint at him in the darkness.  
 
    “Why, Alberto?” I ask, my voice harsh and dry from terror. 
 
    He doesn’t answer at first. He stalks forward, grips my arms and drags me down the hall, shoving me toward Cristo’s room, pointing with a demanding finger. I nod and reach for the knob. His hand lands on mine and he stops me. I look up, fear shuddering through me, positive he must have changed his mind. 
 
    “I love him like a brother,” he grunts, his voice low. “Your death will destroy him. If you die by his hand, he won’t survive. I debated taking you out myself to save him the trouble. If there were no kids, it’s what would’ve happened tonight.” 
 
    I lift my hand to crush the sob that escapes my throat. I’ve known Alberto as long as I’ve known Andres. I have tried my best to love and respect this man, but I also know that I’ve never earned his respect in return. He’s been suspicious of me and my motives from the beginning. He knows as well as I that I never fit in with the Los Zetas. 
 
    “Go,” he says, releasing my hand and stepping back into the shadows. 
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    Andres 
 
      
 
    Two days.  
 
    It takes two extra days, a truly impressive amount of resources and some deadly persuasion to find my wife and children. Forty-eight more hours should have given me plenty of extra time to calm down, to approach the imminent apprehension of my wife with less emotion. Instead, I’m angrier, more blazingly furious than I had been when I first set out to find her. 
 
    I have lost my best friend. Alberto’s betrayal is sharp, like the invisible blade that cuts deep from under the ribcage. It hadn’t taken me long to realize that there was only one way for my helpless, unskilled wife to figure out I was in the vicinity, to run into the night with our children, only her purse and the clothes on her back. 
 
    We’d shed tears together, Alberto and I, when I finally got the truth out of him. And though he didn’t deserve it, I let him have a dignified death. One bullet to the temple for his betrayal. He’d seen it coming, hadn’t even put up a fight. Gave me his reasons for letting the bitch go and stood still as a statue while I sent him to his death. 
 
    Now I’m finally closing in on her, the woman who caused all of this. Hatred burns hot and black in my heart. The heart that once beat only for her, my Luna, my everything. No longer. Now she is nothing. She is ashes. 
 
    I watch as her boat takes a reckless turn, tipping to the side against a particularly large wave in its attempt to avoid us. We’re so close behind them that I can hear her voice cry out sharp in the night. I know that she is terrified for the children, urging the man who is commanding the small speedboat to slow down, to not take the waves with such speed lest he overturns the boat. Neither of my children can swim. 
 
    Fury, my constant companion these past several days, surges as my boat, a much more powerful prospect than the one Luna is on, pulls up alongside. I can see the captain of her vessel, a weather-beaten Cuban man, glancing over his shoulder, fear etched into his wrinkles. He should be afraid. There will be no mercy for the man helping my family, the man disregarding my children’s lives. 
 
    I pull my gun, take aim and shoot the captain in the leg. He immediately goes down on one leg. The boat swerves to the side and mine is forced to compensate, slowing down so they don’t crash. As soon as the captain straightens out, I command my vessel to pull up alongside again. Once we’re even I shout, “Stop, or the next bullet finds your skull!”  
 
    Most of my words are lost to the wind, but my tone of voice and the lift of my weapon is threat enough. He pushes forward on the throttle, slowing the boat. As ours slows too, I finally do what I’ve been avoiding, I glance toward the back of the boat. The sight that greets me crushes a heart that I’ve thought grown cold and hard by Luna’s betrayal. She is sitting on the bottom of the boat, sobbing, her arms wrapped around each of our children.  
 
    My chest begins heaving in anger. I’m absolutely furious at the man captaining the small vessel for recklessly disregarding the safety of my small family. I am terribly, brutally angry with Luna that she has brought us to this moment. I’m so fucking mad that I feel anything for her at all, that I’m concerned for her well-being. That she might have been hurt during her dash for the border. Fuck, it hurts me that her narrow shoulders are shaking and that she refuses to look up at me. 
 
    Cristo is shouting at me, his arms wrapped firmly around Luna’s neck, but I can’t hear what he’s saying. Sola is cradled safely in Luna’s lap, a life jacket secured around her tiny body. I can tell that she’s crying too, probably because her mama is hysterical, and she doesn’t know what to do. 
 
    “What do you want us to do with them, my friend?” A deep voice asks from beside me. 
 
    I glanced toward my Cuban contact, an ex-American marine that moved to Cuba decades ago and runs arms through several countries in the region. I didn’t tell him much about my reason for being in Cuba, just gave him a brief description of Luna and the children, told him where I thought they might go. I knew she was too smart to take one of the few airports as an out, which left the docks. Sure enough, she was caught trying to make a run for Miami. Though obvious, it was her best bet. A short piece of water, a quick boat ride in the middle of the night. She’d obviously greased a few palms that weren’t connected to someone who would turn her in. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, courtesy of my American friend, I had men crawling all over the docks in Havana, Varadaro and any surrounding port. She is well and truly fucked.  
 
    “Take the children, keep them safe. Someone will come for them, take them back to Mexico,” I finally tell him. “I will deal with my wife.”  
 
    Their boat slows to a crawl and finally stops. I grin as the captain falls backwards on his ass, his bloodied leg straight out in front of him. He clutches his thigh right above the gunshot wound. I step up onto the edge of our boat and over onto his. I can sense the moment Luna lifts her head and looks at me, can feel the heat of her eyes on my back. 
 
    I stride toward the captain and lift my gun. He starts to protest but I put a bullet through his head. He collapses to the deck in a heap. I can hear Luna crying behind me, trying to calm the children. Seconds later her sharp screams rend the air. I turn slowly, hardening myself, knowing what I’ll see. 
 
    Alex and his men are separating Luna from the children. For a brief moment I question myself, question if I should step forward to comfort my children, tell them that they will be safe, taken care of. But I shake this weakness away. They have spent years coddled by a mother that has refused to understand her place. Now her punishment will be death. I was raised within the Los Zetas organization and I will die there, as will my children. It is time they learn their place. I watch dispassionately as they’re removed from their mother. 
 
    Luna screams and lunges after the men taking her children away. One of Alex’s men knocks her back. She rocks back on the boat, already unstable from the choppy waves and falls, hitting the bench behind her so hard it knocks the wind from her. Fury rises, and I want to murder the man that dared to touch my wife. Instead I reach for her, taking her arm in a hard grip as she tries to push herself up, guided now by desperate maternal instinct. She cares now about nothing else other than going after her children and taking them away from the strangers. She doesn’t seem to care that she is smaller and outnumbered.  
 
    “Luna,” I growl, swinging her around to face me. 
 
    I can tell by her unfocused eyes and pale cheeks that she doesn’t hear or see me anymore. So I hold her tight in my arms and nod at the Alex, telling him without words that the other boat can leave. 
 
    “Cristo,” I shout, finally acknowledging my son. His head snaps up from where he’s crouched on the other boat, comforting his sobbing sister. “Take care of Sola. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “What about mama?” he yells back.  
 
    I study my son as the other boat begins to pull away. He’s only four, but he’s intelligent. He probably knew the moment Luna fled with them in the middle of the night that she was doing something she wasn’t supposed to. That there would be consequences. I nod grimly at my son and turn away without answering.  
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    Luna 
 
      
 
    His scent fills my mind, teasing my senses, and sending me into a spiral of confusion. Andres usually represents safety, love, strength and so much more. I know he’s here to murder me, to torture and hurt me, but my body wants to sink into him, to cling to his hard body and beg him to hold me. Andres is like coming home. There’s just something about him that I recognize on a deep, subconscious level. 
 
    Once the other boat pulls away he lets go of me as though he can’t stand to touch me. I sink to the deck, my shaky legs unable to hold my weight up. I crawl to the other side and watch as the boat holding my children grows distant, tears pouring down my cheeks. I don’t bother to check them. There’s no point. This is probably the last time I’ll see Cristo and Sola; my heart is breaking. 
 
    I hear a splash and look over. The body of the captain is gone. I assume Andres has just thrown him into the ocean. I shudder, imagining it could have just as easily been me, except Andres will want to keep me alive a little longer so we can discuss my error in leaving him and my extreme colossal mistake in taking his children. A sob escapes and I drop my head into my arms against the bench. There’s not much else I can do at this point.  
 
    I feel the engine shudder to life and nearly fall backwards as the boat leaps forward. I cling to the seat, still sitting on the floor of the boat. I finally wipe my tears against my sleeve and peek up at Andres where he stands at the helm. His back is to me. He can’t seem to look at me. Or perhaps he can’t be bothered. I know when it comes to Los Zetas, if a person betrays, they become less than nothing, and this is not my first betrayal. The first was quickly swept aside. This one won’t be. 
 
    His refusal to look at me can be my one chance at survival if I’m brave enough to take it. I can jump off the boat and make a run for the United States. I will lose my children. A thought that makes me want to die, but I am stronger than that. Perhaps one day I will find a way to be with them again. They will remember this day, remember the father that separated them from their mama.  
 
    I am halfway to Miami and I’m a strong swimmer. One of the few skills I’ve managed to hone over the years. I try not to think of shark infested waters and edge toward the back of the boat, gripping the seat cushions in my shaking hands. If Andres suspects, he’ll try to stop me and I know that I’d rather die in an escape attempt than under his hands. As I reach the back, I pull myself up, reaching for the railing along the side.  
 
    I stand up on the seat and wobble a little as the boat hits a wave. I glance at Andres, who is concentrating on his destination, the distant, brightly lit shores of Miami. I look away, step up to the railing and dive over the side. Cool, dark water instantly engulfs me, enveloping my entire body and head. I close my eyes and allow myself to sink a few metres, before bringing my arms up and pulling myself toward the surface. The first thing I do is listen for the boat and pray that he hasn’t turned it around. As soon as my head breaks the surface I open my eyes and start looking around.  
 
    I can’t see the boat. Even worse. I can’t hear it. I blink water out of my eyes, shove my dark hair back and twist and turn until I’m oriented to the far-off twinkling lights. Then I start swimming for my life. I barely make it several strokes when strong arms snatch me back against a hard chest. I open my mouth to scream but a wave hits us and my mouth fills with salty ocean water.  
 
    “You stupid bitch,” he snarls as soon as we’re able to surface again. “Are you trying to kill yourself?” 
 
    He clamps an arm around my neck and hauls me quickly through the water in hard fast strokes. I can’t see where he’s going until he hits something. I realize it’s the side of the boat. He reaches up and pulls a small ladder down, then using his enormous strength, yanks me out of water with him. I fight to remain standing when we step onto the deck, but he shoves me against the bench. I fall, landing on my hip. I bite my lip to keep from crying out. He searches the boat and comes up with rope. I flinch away as he stalks back toward me. He brings my hands forward and ties them together.  
 
    When he’s finished, he grips my chin and forces my face up. I think he’s about to say something, but he doesn’t. He just stares down at me, studying my face in the moonlight. I stare back at him, caressing his chiselled features with my gaze. His olive-toned skin, his wet, black hair, the tattoo peeking out of the top of his wet T-shirt. His stubble is coming in, as though he hasn’t shaved since I left. I want to run my fingers along his jaw, feel the texture against my skin. I can feel my body warming in response to him, preparing for my husband.  
 
    I lower my eyes, letting my eyelashes drift down. He finally releases my chin and turns away. He starts the boat again and pulls the throttle, turning towards Miami. A chill slithers down my spine, chasing away my previous heat. Why is he taking us the States?  
 
    I huddle in the bottom of the boat, dropping my head onto my knees, the wet strands of my hair falling around me. I can’t remember the last time I’ve felt this miserable. From the moment we met I’ve been Andres’ pampered, petted princess. The light and love of his life. Now I resemble a drowned cat. My hair is such a tangled mess I’m not sure it will ever recover and several of my fingernails are chipped and broken. I sneak one into my mouth to nibble on the edge in an attempt to smooth it, the move awkward since my wrists are tied together.  
 
    Then I realize what I’m doing, worrying over my appearance. Typical Luna. When faced with enormous adversity, I turn to what I know, vanity. I laugh bitterly, the sound lost in the rushing wind as we speed rapidly toward our destination. In the space of less than a week my life has changed entirely. I have gone from my beautiful, perfect mansion, my jewels, designer clothes and celebrity make up brands to becoming a dead woman walking. 
 
    “Stand up,” Andres growls at me, loud enough that I can hear his voice over the engine and elements. 
 
    I lift my head to look at him. He’s staring down at me, his sharp features harder than ever, utterly inscrutable. There isn’t a single ounce of forgiveness there. For one wild second I frantically consider killing myself. I know it will be faster than whatever he is planning for me. But my husband is smarter and faster than that. He’ll get to me before I can do anything to myself and I know I’m too weak-willed to truly hurt myself.  
 
    I grip the back of the seat and pull myself up, struggling to stand on limbs shaking with fatigue. I cling to the back of the passenger chair and turn my head, staring out toward the city of Miami, brightly lighting the sky. I squint as the wind stings my eyes and cheeks and I bring my bound hands up to protect my face. I wonder where Andres plans to take us. I had been assured by my contact in Cuba that there would be someone on the beach to meet me and the children.  
 
    My question is soon answered as he steers our tiny boat right into one of Miami’s huge dockyards. I hold my breath, awe and trepidation filling my heart. Massive container ships surround us on both sides. I want to cling to my husband as we weave between these huge beasts that could so easily crush us, but I know he will provide no comfort. 
 
    He pulls the boat up to a smaller dock, one that is meant for boats like ours. He cuts the engine and quickly ties it off. Then he leaps onto the dock and turns to glare down at me.  
 
    “Come,” he snaps. 
 
    I flinch and ease back against the seat I’m clinging too. I know my hesitation is pointless, but I can’t seem to bring myself to walk willingly toward certain doom. He growls impatiently, steps back onto the boat, rocking it wildly and grips my bound wrists. He turns and hauls us both out onto the huge dock. I bite my lip again to keep from crying out as my wrists chafe against the rope. I’ve been doing that a lot, holding in my sounds of pain. I know soon those moans will turn to screams. 
 
    We walk side by side across the dock, eerily lit up by huge yellow lights. I stumble in an attempt to keep up with Andres’ long strides and wince as I stub my toe. The ballet flats I’d chosen to wear had been lost when I jumped in the water. My feet are now bare and my dark blue hooded sweatshirt and thin white trousers are thoroughly soaked. 
 
    Andres is just as wet, but he seems uncaring or unaware of any discomfort. He’s wearing his usual working outfit of thick, black combat trousers and a black T-shirt, stretched taut over his muscular chest. The only thing that’s missing is his vest with the red Z for Los Zetas. I wonder if he’s bothered to change at all since he started hunting for his family. Sadness over what I’ve done to him begins to eat away at me. Perhaps I should have tried talking to him again, just one more time. Maybe told him the truth about why I left. 
 
    But I know my Andres, he won’t listen. He never listens. He loves his family, but his loyalty is elsewhere. It’s been trained into him since birth. 
 
    I nearly jump out of my skin when a man materializes out of the darkness, striding swiftly to meet us. I cower against Andres, who tightens his hold on my hand. I’m not sure anymore if this is a protective gesture or his way of keeping me from escaping. I don’t care. I take comfort in his firm hold. 
 
    “Decena,” the man grunts. 
 
    I see something glowing in his hand and stare curiously until I realize it’s a cigar. He lifts it to his lips and takes a long, deep draw before exhaling the pungent smoke. Andres nods, but doesn’t say anything. 
 
    “You got something there, friend?” he asks, a leer in his harsh voice. I shudder and press myself tighter against Andres. “Didn’t know you’d be travelling with a package. Pretty little thing, isn’t she?” 
 
    I feel tension vibrate through Andres, rippling the muscles of the arm that I cling to. I squeeze my eyes shut hoping that this won’t end in the same way as my boat’s captain. Andres seems even more trigger happy than usual, as though his emotions are a hairbreadth away from exploding into white hot fury, taking down everyone within range.  
 
    Andres ignores the man’s musing and says, “You have the items I requested?” 
 
    The guy is quiet for a moment and then he says, “The car is just inside the gates, passports and money in the glovebox. I’ll let you out once the funds are in my account.” 
 
    “Check,” Andres grunts, striding past, his hand on my bound wrists, dragging me with him. “The money is already there.” 
 
    The other guy attempts to keep up, tries to say something else, but Andres acts as though he doesn’t exist. My heart pounds in agitation. This is not my Andres, not my sweet, carefree husband, quick to laugh and chat with the guys. This man who is holding on to me is a man that I fear. The man that I fled, because more and more I have seen his darkness surface. This is the man our son will become if he stays in the cartel.  
 
    This last thought brings the fear and pain rushing back to the surface as I remember the way my children were torn from me. As we walk I desperately want to ask Andres what will happen to our babies, but I don’t dare speak to him. I have to comfort myself with the thought that Andres loves them as much as I do, he won’t allow anything bad to happen to them. 
 
    We quickly find the car as it’s the only one sitting under a streetlight in a mostly empty parking lot just inside the dockyard. I gasp and trip, falling forward as a rock bites viciously into the heel of my foot. Without breaking stride Andres grips my arm and swings me easily up into his arms. I sink gratefully into the heat of his chest and press my face against his neck. I know I shouldn’t, know that I should hold myself stiff. But my exhausted body and brain can do nothing but recognize the basic comfort of my husband. 
 
    He opens the passenger door of the car and drops me inside, nearly flinging me away from him. I grip the console and swing my knees to the side so I won’t get caught with the door when he slams it shut. He gets in the other side, pulls a set of keys from beneath his seat and starts the car. It’s an older model sedan, definitely not something we would normally drive.  
 
    I flinch back in my seat as he reaches toward me, but he only pops the glovebox open. He pulls an envelope out and checks the contents. Without saying a word he tosses the envelope on the back seat and slams the glovebox closed again. Then he reaches around me and drags my seatbelt across my body. I lift my arms automatically so they won’t get caught as he latches it.  
 
    The moment the dockyard gates begin to open he hits the gas, driving quickly away from the ships and the creepy man that provided our getaway.  
 
    Unable to hold back any longer I peek at him and ask timidly, “Where are we going, Andres?” 
 
    He doesn’t answer for a moment and I think maybe he won’t respond. He doesn’t have to. I’m at his mercy, I’ll go with him wherever he chooses to take me. Finally, he turns his head to look at me, pinning me with those intense blue eyes. “I’m taking you where no one will think to look,” he says grimly. “Where no one will find you, Luna.” 
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    Andres 
 
      
 
    She has finally fallen asleep. A combination of terror and sheer physical exhaustion overwhelming her. I stand over her, staring down, frustrated. Despite her bedraggled appearance, she is just as beautiful as the day we met. Perhaps, more so for being the mother of my children. I try to call on the hatred that is required for the coming days, but it’s tempered and twisted with the obsessive love that has been my constant companion from the moment I set eyes on this woman. 
 
    Luna was a glorious sight to behold, that first time I set eyes on her. I feel like I’ve spent a lifetime replaying it in my head, the impact was so intense. She must’ve been in the bar for at least a few minutes before I noticed her, but I hadn’t seen her walk in. When the disturbance began I didn’t even bother to look. Hell, a bar like that, in that territory on a Friday night… fights weren’t unusual. Then the guy next to me dropped his jaw and spat out his beer. This guy was a hardened criminal from my own squad. His reaction made it worth a look.  
 
    Seeing Luna take that woman off a bar stool and straddle her on that dirty wooden floor was going to feature in my fantasies for years to come. She was a she-devil, screaming at the other woman about her mama. Then, when she lifted that broken bottle, I fell in love. A woman that looked like that, willing to cut the shit out of her adversary for daring to insult someone she loved had to belong to me. I wanted every ounce of her loyalty along with that curvy little package. So I intervened, took her out of that bar and back to my place. We’ve been inseparable ever since. Up until five days ago, when she left me without a word. 
 
    She shivers in her sleep, curling tighter on her side, seeking warmth in the airy cushion of the luxury leather jetliner seat. I fight the instinct to find a blanket and cover her slight form, provide for her needs as I have these past five years. Instead I remain standing, impassive, a guard in the night.  
 
    I’ve borrowed this private jet from a contact. Someone friendly with the Mexican Los Zetas. I know that word will get back to my brothers of this unexpected trip. I was forced to lie to my friend, tell him that I was taking my wife on a second honeymoon overseas and that we wanted to keep it quiet from potential enemies. I know there are holes in my story. Why didn’t we take our own jet? Why last minute in the middle of the night? I will deal with the fallout later, after I’ve dealt with Luna. 
 
    For now, I’m satisfied that my children are safely on their way back to Mexico and my wife is at my mercy. I glance down at her and reach out to touch her face, helpless against the pull of her intoxicating allure. Her skin feels fragile and soft beneath my callused fingertips. She has always been this way for me. Almost worse than the heroin I spent years slamming into my veins. Luna is the drug that rapes my soul. The drug that I knew would one day shred my heart and everything else she’s sunk her claws into. 
 
    I was right. 
 
    She ran away. Without explanation. Without thought or apology, she turned tail, stole my whole world and ran into the night. I clench my fist over her slumbering body, shaking with the need to destroy her, to end her here and now. My heart is thundering with the conflict. I vow that before she dies, I will strip her bare, flay the skin from her body and hear her scream her reasons for leaving. I will take satisfaction from her as she bleeds before me, begging on her knees, and then, perhaps, I will allow her to die.  
 
    My hand falls and I turn away, dropping into the seat next to her. I reach across, pick up a discarded blanket and throw it over her. 
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    We land just as morning begins to light the sky, splashing colours of orange and red across the clouds while we descend. I lean as much as I dare in my seat, trying to see where we are. I woke up several minutes ago, completely disoriented, without a clue as to how long we’ve been flying. I know I can’t ask Andres where our destination is. One glance at him tells me he has sunk into a deep, angry silence. I’m not willing to draw his attention back to me. Not yet. 
 
    There’s too much cloud cover for me to see where we are. The plane lands with a bounce and swiftly taxis to a stop. Before I have a chance to move, Andres unbuckles my seatbelt and pulls me out of my chair. I lurch to my feet and follow him to the door, smothering a yawn. 
 
    A flight attendant stands beside the airplane door, awaiting the pilot’s go ahead to open it. She glances at me, disdain bright in her pretty blue eyes as she sweeps a glance over me from head to toe, stopping on my bare feet. I narrow my eyes, giving her my haughtiest stare, honed from years of spending money in the most expensive shops around the world.  
 
    “I heard the shopping was so good here,” I murmur, casting a sly glance at Andres, “that I thought I would replace my entire wardrobe.” 
 
    Her expression turns to confusion and she opens her mouth to speak, but Andres interrupts her, reaching back to squeeze my arm, his grip so tight that my eyes water in pain. “Forgive my wife. She’s simply fishing for our destination. I’m taking her on a surprise honeymoon, but she can’t stand the suspense.” 
 
    The flight attendant flashes him a mega-watt smile that makes me want to claw the eyeballs right out of her face. “Well isn’t that just so sweet of y’all,” she simpers, sugar dripping from every word. “I hope you enjoy yourselves. The weather is supposed to be fantastic!” 
 
    “Thank you,” Andres says and gestures toward the door impatiently. 
 
    Her smile droops a little. I don’t blame her for trying. Andres is a beautiful man. His tattoos and broad muscular shoulders give him a dark, somewhat sinister air, but his youthful visage, coupled with his boyish charm draws women like flies to honey. Unfortunately, most women don’t know his dark side. I don’t really know his dark side. Not yet. 
 
    She opens the door and I’m greeted by the sharp, heady scent of ocean. Before my feet can touch the tarmac, I’m swung up into Andres arms once more. I reach automatically for his neck, holding tight as we make our way rapidly across an empty airfield toward an object. I squint and cover my eyes against the glare of the sun. I realize that this is another conveniently placed car for our benefit. The Decena reach seems never-ending. 
 
    Fatigue hits me all over again as we drive, and though I know I should pay close attention to wherever we’re driving in case I’m somehow able to escape, I’m barely able to keep my eyes open. As the warmth of the sun penetrates my window, caressing my hair and skin, I lean heavily against the door and I feel myself begin to drift. 
 
    I’m not sure how long we drive or if I sleep, but I find myself being shaken awake, Andres’ blue eyes blazing down at me. “Get out,” he snaps. Before I’m even fully aware he’s gone, his door slams behind him. The car rocks with the force of his departure. 
 
    My heart thumps in trepidation as I gingerly open my own door and pull myself out, using the doorframe for balance. I’m weary with fatigue, my body feels sore and I’m terrified of what’s to come. I glance around. My jaw drops and I stare in numb fascination at the scene in front of me. It’s so breathtaking that for a moment I forget who I’m with and why we’re here. A wide, sparkling sea stretches out in front of me, the morning sun turning the peaks of each wave into jewels.   
 
    I step away from the car to get a better look and realize that I’m standing almost at the edge of a cliff. The cliff is surrounded by scrub bushes and grass. A look down shows me a narrow sandy beach far below being pounded by crashing waves. I don’t see anyone and assume it must be private or difficult to access. I turn slowly on the spot and look behind me. Andres is watching me intently as I realize exactly how isolated we are. There is a house behind him. It’s small and utilitarian. I look in every direction but realize there are no other buildings in the area. We’re completely alone. 
 
    No one will hear me scream. 
 
    “Come,” he says and turns toward the house, turning his back on me, expecting that I will follow. 
 
    I have no other choice. The car keys are in his pocket and I couldn’t possibly get them away from him. Even if I somehow manage to get in the car and drive away without him catching me, where would I go? I don’t know where we are. Andres has ensured I’m completely helpless. 
 
    I trail after him, into the cabin-like house. He closes the door behind me and attempts to turn a light on, but nothing happens. I see him frown through the sunlight filtering through the dusty window. He seems to shrug off the minor problem and crouches by a cupboard, digging around. He pulls out several candles and a flashlight, setting them on top. It quickly becomes clear to me that he’s been here before. Somehow the reality of my situation hits home in that moment, driving away my numbness. Andres has brought me to a remote location, someplace he’s been but I never have. A place that he likely intends to leave alone. A place that I will never leave. 
 
    I try to stifle a sob but fail. I know he won’t want me to ask questions, that he only wants answers, but I have to know. “A-Andres… please tell me where our babies are.” My voice breaks as I force the words out. “Please? I need to know.” 
 
    His head snaps up and his crystal-like blue eyes pin me to the spot. He ignores my question and I know he won’t tell me where Sola and Cristo are. Finally, he speaks, rising slowly from the floor. “We have some things to talk about, you and I.”  
 
    Standing he towers over me by almost a foot. His height and gorgeous hard, muscular body have always attracted me. Now these things terrify me. They highlight how much weaker I am than him. I back up until I hit the wall. I place the palms of my hands against the wood, trying to centre myself.  
 
    “Yes, Andres,” I whisper. “L-let’s talk.” 
 
    He stalks forward and slams his palm into the wall next to my head. The entire wall shakes and I flinch to the side. He grabs me and hauls me back up, holding me between his arms. He stares down at me, showing me the true extent of his rage. I read death in his expression. Not because there is an expression on his face, but because there is none. There is nothing on my beloved’s face. He is blank.  
 
    My heart shatters. But I feel stronger. Maybe I will die by his hands. Maybe it’ll be a horrible death, but I know, looking into the death mask that is Andres’ face, that I made the right decision. I tried to take my children away from this life. I tried to give my son another life, another option besides the constant death that has twisted his father. 
 
    “Talk,” he says, his voice low and deadly. “Say your piece, Luna. This is the only chance you will get.” 
 
    I lick my lips and nod. Yes, I will tell him. He deserves that much from me. But first, I deserve something from him. For five years of marriage, of love and loyalty. I deserve to know my fate. “I will tell you, Andres,” I whisper, my voice shaking under the onslaught of his fury. “But first, I want to know what you intend to do to me.”   
 
    He laughs, the sound harsh and bitter, not at all like the Andres I knew. It makes me sad. I’ve done this to him, twisted him, hurt him, taken his light away. Before I can say anything else he grips my throat, his fingers squeezing so hard that he takes my breath. I know if he flexes his hand any harder he’ll crush my neck under his brutal hold. Tears gather in my eyes and I bring my hands up to grip his wrists. He pulls me against his chest and when he speaks he drops his mouth so his lips brush against mine. “You left me, Luna,” he growls. “There is only one ending for betrayal.” 
 
    He slams me against the wall, knocking the wind from my lungs. My ribs knock against the hard wood. I gasp for air but I can’t get any because he’s still choking the breath from my body. Just as panic begins to set in and I start clawing for freedom, he lets go. I drop immediately to the floor, coughing and gasping for air. Within seconds I begin sobbing, curling onto my side and crying in terror. Andres steps over me and leaves, slamming the door shut behind him. 
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    I barely have a minute to pull myself together before he strides back through the door. Maybe if I’d had longer, I would’ve been up and off the floor, looking for another way out. I know no matter what I do I won’t get away from Andres; he’s far too big, strong and skilled. But my survival instinct is kicking in. I don’t want to die here. I don’t want to die at all! 
 
    I huddle against the wall and try to stop the sobs spilling uncontrollably from my lips as he walks past me with a couple of bags. “Get up,” he growls as he walks by. 
 
    When I don’t move he transfers one of the bags to his other hand and grabs my arm, dragging my off the floor. I gasp and flail around for balance, half falling against the wall. He doesn’t seem to notice or care as he starts walking again, continuing through the house with me in tow. I stumble behind him, exhausted and frightened of what might come next. I lift a hand to my throat, which is sore and bruised. 
 
    The house is small and dusty but cozy. It’s a bad place to vacation, rustic and seems as though it hasn’t been used in a while. Andres drags me through a living room with one big recliner chair, a rug and an ugly picture with a sailboat. Past the living room is a hallway with two doors. He kicks one open and tosses the bags inside. They thump as they hit the floor next to a bed with a patchwork quilt.  
 
    I gaze curiously up at my husband. Yet another puzzle. He knew exactly where the candles and flashlight were, and he knows where all the rooms are without searching. He’s obviously been here on at least one occasion, yet I’ve never even heard of this place, wherever it is. A shudder goes through me as I think of the possibilities. Does he use this place for work, to kill people, to run business transactions? Does he bring women here? 
 
    Before I get the chance to dwell further he turns on his heel, crosses the short distance to the other door and shoves it open. I glance past him to discover a small but cute washroom dimly lit by a tiny window over the toilet. He pulls me inside, shoves the shower curtain aside and starts the water in the tub. I wrinkle my nose as I realize it’s probably going to be ice cold. If there’s no electricity, then the pilot light on the hot water heater has probably gone out and I doubt he took the lime to light it. Even if he did there wouldn’t have been time for the water to heat.  
 
    He turns to look at me, taking in my bedraggled appearance. “Take your clothes off.” 
 
    I stare at him for a moment, wondering if he’s gone crazy. Does he want me clean when he tortures and kills me? Because I’d rather he just get it over with. I shake my head and back away, cringing into myself in a protective gesture. He still has hold of my arm though and he gives it a vicious shake. 
 
    “Just take your fucking clothes off, Luna,” he snaps. “I’m not in the mood for this and you don’t want to test me right now.” 
 
    His tone of voice and the look on his face has my fingers flying to the bottom of my shirt. I remind myself that he’s seen my naked body thousands of times as I tug the fabric over my hair, wincing when it catches in the long tresses. I reach back to pull at the strands, but Andres yanks it from my hands and untangles them with ridiculous ease, dropping the garment to the floor. A lump forms in my throat as I’m reminded of all the times he’s helped hold my hair for me while I changed or brushed the long, unruly mass. 
 
    He reaches for the button on my trousers. I tense, my hands landing automatically on his to stop him. I know there’s nothing I can do, but I’m feeling protective. I don’t know what he plans, but the pit of my stomach tells me it’s horrible. I whimper as he pulls the buttons apart and tugs the fabric down my hips, dragging each of the pant legs off my feet with impatient jerks. He makes quick, efficient work of my bra and panties, leaving me shivering, naked and in tears. 
 
    For the first time in our marriage, Andres has treated me as though I don’t matter. As though my physical body is nothing to him. I’ve never failed to turn him on before, yet he’s acting as though I am just a thing, a nuisance getting in between him and a shower. 
 
    He turns his back to me and starts removing his own clothing. “Why are you doing this?” I ask timidly. When he ignores me, I clarify, “I mean why the shower? You obviously can’t stand being near me right now. Why are we showering together? L-like we used to?” 
 
    He turns around suddenly, a snarl on his lips. I back up so quickly, my hip strikes the vanity with enough force to tear a cry from me. Seemingly without thought, he grabs my arm and steadies me. “Don’t fucking question me, Luna.” 
 
    Heart pounding, fear coursing through my veins, I nod. When he releases my arm, I bring my hands up between us, a gesture of peace and a way to put a barrier between us, even a feeble one. His eye drops to the ring on my finger and he reaches for my hand, grabbing hold of it in a tight grip. 
 
    My wedding ring is big and beautiful. Some might call it gaudy, but to me it is perfect. It symbolizes everything Andres and I have together, everything he’s given to me. So when he wrenches it from my finger, nearly breaking the knuckle as he drags it from me, my devastation is complete. The fog I’ve been in since this ordeal began lifts and I’m driven to my knees before the man that put the ring on my finger.  
 
    Sobs of animal-like pain erupt from my throat. I have given up everything. I walked away from a beautiful mansion with hand-picked furnishings. I walked away from bottomless amounts of cash, unlimited credit cards and trips all over the world. But worst of all, I walked away from a man that I still love with every fibre of my being. A man that touches every part of me and satisfies my physical body as well as my soul. I did this for my children; their health, their safety and their future. And I failed to save them. Now I have nothing, no children, no husband and no ring. Having the last symbolic part of my marriage torn away from me breaks my heart in a way nothing else can. 
 
    He puts the ring in his pocket and finishes undressing. Then he grabs me by the hair and shakes me. “Stop it,” he says coldly and thrusts me, still crying, into the shower.  
 
    The cool water hits my body, shocking me. I swipe at the tears and try to take calming breaths, shivering under the cold spray. Gradually the sobs die away and the tightness in my chest begins to ease. I cross my arms over my chest, my fingers wrapped around each bicep and I drop my head, allowing the water to rain down over my head. Even cold, it’s better than nothing. This is what I do when whenever the world feels like it’s closing in, like it’s becoming too much for me. I stand in the shower and allow it to wash away my burdens. I cry out my misery and loneliness where only the water can hear. Only Andres knows my secret. He knows that I seek the comfort of water when I’m sad. Did he do this on purpose? Bring me to the shower when I was at my lowest point because he knew it would bring me comfort?  
 
    I’m reminded of my mother’s death three years ago, the helpless misery I felt as I watched her fade as cancer ate away at her. Each day I would make the trek home from the hospital and climb into the shower, bow my head and cry out my agony and rage. Sometimes my Andres would come sit on the toilet or stand behind me in the shower. He would never say anything. He would simply stay and watch over me, a silent sentinel, there if I needed him. 
 
    Just as I begin to soften, begin to hope that he’s brought me here to save our marriage, he takes hold of me and spins me around. My head snaps up. I look into his icy, bleak eyes and I remember why he’s brought me here, for one reason, he’s brought me here for death. This shower means nothing to him. He reads my mind, picking my thoughts through the expressions he’s spent years lovingly memorizing.  
 
    “Don’t,” he says, his voice hard and tired. 
 
    “Please, Andres,” I implore, bringing my hand up to his chest, caressing him the way I used to. “We can talk this through.” 
 
    He slaps my arm away with such force that I feel something give, something snap in my arm. I scream and grab myself, but he takes hold of both my wrists, swinging me around, picking me up and slamming my back against the wall. He thrusts his leg between mine. I can feel his erection heavy against my thigh. His breath is hot on my neck. I turn my head to see his eyes blazing into mine. 
 
    “You could’ve talked to me a week ago, Luna,” he says, his voice quiet, despite the anger I feel thrumming through his muscles. “Instead you chose another, far deadlier path. You stole my entire existence and ran like a fucking thief in the night. For that you will pay.” 
 
    Before I can respond he takes my lips with his in a brutal kiss. This is not a kiss of passion or love, this is a kiss of pain and revenge, of a man who thinks he has been wronged. This is the worst kiss of my life. He seeks entrance with his tongue and I refuse him. He releases one of my wrists, reaches up and grips my jaw, forcing my mouth open. One of my lips grinds against a tooth, cutting. Blood fills my mouth and I cry out, but the sound is swallowed by his vicious kiss.  
 
    I am now weeping uncontrollably in his arms as our kiss goes on and on. I lay against the shower tiles, exhausted and helpless, nothing but a ragdoll. Finally, he moves his face away from mine. I feel a trickle of blood drip down my chin. He shoves his head against my neck and turns his face away as though he doesn’t want to look at me anymore. He reaches between my thighs and thrusts a finger inside me, his hand both familiar yet rough in a way he’s never been. 
 
    My body responds on a primal level, recognizing my husband, the man who has brought me to countless orgasms. But my mind rebels, frightened of this new person who holds me against my will. I’m terrified of my uncertain fate. I can’t reconcile the man holding me, fucking me with rough strokes of his long fingers.  
 
    “Ahhh,” I moan. “Please stop! I can’t do this, Andres. Not like this… please!” 
 
    “Shut up, Luna,” he growls, turning his mouth against my ear. “If I want to fuck my wife, I’ll fuck my wife.” 
 
    “But you’re gonna kill me!” I cry out, tears escaping my eyelids even as I feel my traitorous body responding to him, becoming wet, making the glide of his fingers so unbearably good. I can feel myself begin to peak in a way only my Andres can coax from me. 
 
    He pulls his fingers out and I start to relax, hoping he’s done, that maybe he was just messing around, trying to humiliate me a little. Instead he lifts my leg around his hip, grips my throat and shoves his cock into me so hard my back hits the tiled wall with enough force to knock the wind from my lungs. I gasp and cling to him, dragging my nails down his tattooed biceps as I go weak in his arms.  
 
    “If I want to punish my wife,” he shouts savagely, throwing his head back, spraying water in an arc. “Then I will do whatever the fuck I want with her.” 
 
    “Andres!” I cry hoarsely, my voice begging. 
 
    He doesn’t hear me through his fierce grunts, the raining of the water and the slapping of our bodies. His fingers tighten around my neck and I can no longer utter a single sound. I begin to see black dots and I fight to stay conscious as he takes his pleasure from my body. Tears slip from my eyes, but still I can feel the heat gathering low in my abdomen, beckoning me toward that incredible, mind-blowing bliss.  
 
    My bruised shoulders take each strike against the shower wall while he continues to take me higher and higher with jolting thrusts. We’ve never had sex like this, so rough, so raw, so primal. My hands fall limply from his arms and I lay submissively against the wall taking each hit as pleasure snakes through me like a raging inferno. 
 
    Just as I slip into the black void of unconsciousness, my body spasms helplessly in the grip of a deep, dark orgasm unlike anything I’ve experienced. 
 
    I don’t know how long I’m out, but I wake up in bed, Andres’ naked shoulders hovering over me. I blink a few times to bring him into focus. He’s holding my arm, the one that he injured in the shower. For just a second I think I see a flash of guilt cross his sharply handsome features, before he shutters the expression, replacing it with the bleak coldness I have come to expect when the men are working. He gets off the bed and tosses a blanket carelessly over me. 
 
    “Don’t make more of this than it is, Luna,” he says. “We both know how this interlude has to end. You stay here and I go home to our children.” 
 
    I stay here. As in… I stay here… in the ground. 
 
    He walks away, leaving me huddled under the covers of the bed, alone, and once more terrified for my life. 
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    Her dark brown, almost black glittering eyes stare up at me like open wounds. She doesn’t want to die, she doesn’t want me to torture or hurt her. But she made her choice. There’s no going back for either of us. 
 
    I place her arm gently on the bed, cover her and turn away, leaving the room. I need space from her for a few minutes. Now that I have my wife at my mercy, I’m at war with myself. I want to punish her, fuck her… fuck her up. Break her, hurt her, tear her apart with my bare hands. But even the small amount of damage I’ve done makes me sick to my soul. Brings back the demons I’ve spent years chasing away. 
 
    I stalk into the living room, stare around for a moment, consider throwing myself into the chair while I wait for her to rise. To come to me with her weak explanations and excuses. But I know I can’t be this close to her right now. I’m at risk of finishing it. Of killing her before she gives me what I need. Restitution for destroying my entire world. I will have my pound of flesh before I escort her into hell. 
 
    I slam through the door and out into the mid-morning sun. The bright intensity is soothing. We are on a private piece of property off the coast of Spain. I purchased it several years ago when I needed a place that no one else knew about. This is where I come when the darkness of my work gets to me. When I know I can’t take it home to my family. I haven’t been here in two years though, not since the last time I willingly injected poison into my veins. Not since I cleaned up.  
 
    I never thought I’d be bringing Luna here. This place, my hellhole, my sanctuary. I thought maybe one day I’d return and burn it to the ground. Probably still will. Only my wife’s body will go up in flames with it.  
 
    The conjured image makes me sick. Like a mirage, the vision of Luna twisted and pale in death doesn’t solidify. It fades and shimmers into the blue sparkling ocean that I’m gazing at. In its place is a Luna that’s healthy and whole, laughing with our children. She’s wearing the designer clothes she recently purchased in Los Angeles, big golden hoop earrings in her ears, her ring back on her finger.  
 
    I touch my pocket, feeling the shape of her ring, fingering the sharp edge of her diamond through the rough material of my jeans. I can almost smell her, surrounded by a cloud of her favourite perfume, Coco Channel. That pink bottle, I don’t remember what it’s called. 
 
    I stand outside, staring at nothing until I’m calmer. I don’t know how long it takes. Maybe minutes, maybe an hour. Sometimes I lose time like that. Disassociate and send myself somewhere else until I’m ready to deal again. It’s how I’ve been coping since the drug is no longer an option.  
 
    When I feel ready to face her again, I turn and head back to the house. She’s standing in the kitchen when I walk in, looking confused and delightfully disoriented, the way that she does after a heavy nap. Too fucking cute for her own good. I must’ve been standing outside for a while then. She jumps when I slam the door and turns to look at me, those big, dark eyes wide on my face. Her hair is a riot of honey brown tangles half down her back and half over her shoulder. She’s dug through the bag I packed for her because she’s wearing the simple pink cotton T-shirt and grey leggings I picked up for her.  
 
    A slow burn starts in the pit of my stomach and blood begins to rush through me, headed straight for my dick. She’s always made me feel this way, right from the very first moment. Just a glimpse and I want to taste those pouting lips, fuck that delicious body. Our years of marriage have taught me that I’m insatiable where Luna’s concerned. There will never be enough time for us. 
 
    Annoyed at the direction of my thoughts I snap, “Make us something to eat.” 
 
    Her lips open to form a perfect ‘O’, which doesn’t help the lustful direction of my thoughts. I can practically read her thoughts as she gazes doubtfully around the kitchen. I sit in one of the hard-backed chairs and slouch with my arms crossed over my chest. I sure as shit am not going to help her. She chose this path, she can walk it for as long as I’m willing to allow. She may as well provide some amusement for me while we’re forced into this situation. 
 
    She heads first for the fridge, only to find it completely empty expect for an old box of baking soda. The freezer yields similar results. She sighs and closes it softly. Tilting her head to the side she starts going through cupboards, taking stock of everything inside. It surprises me when she finds the pantry and begins rummaging through, mumbling to herself over the limited possibilities. Finally, she settles on a can of soup, a can of brown beans and a juice mix. 
 
    She sets each item out on the counter, checks that the oven is gas powered so she can use it, then turns it on. She retraces her steps toward the cupboard that holds the pots and pans. I sit up a little straighter in my chair as she looks for a can opener, finds it and sets to work. She creates a simple lunch for us, but her movements are quick and efficient. All I’ve ever seen her do in our state-of-the-art designer kitchen at home is create meal plans with our expensive imported Parisian chef and make tea. This is a Luna I’ve never seen before.  
 
    “Where did you learn to cook?” I demand suspiciously as she stirs the soup heating on the stove. 
 
    She snorts and tosses me a quick look over her shoulder. “Opening a can is hardly cooking, Andres.” 
 
    “Never seen you do even this much,” I grunt. 
 
    She shrugs, turns down the heat on the now boiling soup and moves to the sink to make the juice crystals. “I had to feed myself and mama when she came home exhausted from working double shifts at the factory,” she explains, measuring water into the plastic container. She finds a long plastic spoon in one of the drawers and begins stirring. “I didn’t exactly learn how to cook gourmet or anything, but I could make simple, filling meals. I had to pull my weight around the house when I lived at home. Jobs were few and far between in that town, so it meant a lot that mama was bringing home a pay check. Cooking and cleaning for us was the least I could do.” 
 
    I remember the tiny shack of a house that I found Luna and her mother living in when I went to retrieve my future wife. I’d been arrogantly disgusted by the modest abode. I’d wanted to burn it down so she’d never have a place to go back to, but her mother had been sentimentally attached. Instead, I’d taken great pains to show Luna how much better her life would be with me. I’d driven away with her and hadn’t allowed her to ever look back. 
 
    Now, I remember that Luna had asked for help for her mother. Someone to cook and clean for her. I’d been delighted to give my woman anything her heart desired. But Luna’s mama had been a stubborn woman. She’d refused the offer, turning her nose up at a gift from a Los Zetas. I hadn’t cared either way, except that her refusal had rankled and I’d limited Luna’s access to her mother for a while. Seeing her bustling around the kitchen, talking softly of her mama, I feel a slice of guilt over my actions. 
 
    Luna places a steaming bowl of soup in front of me, a plate of baked beans and a glass of juice. When she drifts toward the sink I realize that, instead of eating, she intends to wash the dishes. “Sit,” I snap at her back, causing her to jump. “Eat.” 
 
    The metal spoon she’s holding clatters in the sink and she turns to look at me. For a long moment I wonder if she’ll defy me and refuse to sit down. I bring my arms up and set them on the table, preparing to go get her and force her compliance. I fully intend to sit her down and force the food down her throat. I don’t give a shit about her comfort, I want her to know I’m serious. She will do everything I command, when I command it, without hesitation. 
 
    She pauses a second too long. I bring my fist down on the table, causing soup to spill from my bowl, and shout, “Sit the fuck down!” 
 
    She jumps, a squeak of fear erupting from her throat. She quickly pours herself a bowl of soup and sits, her legs collapsing beneath her so her ass hits the wooden seat with teeth-jarring force. I smile in dark amusement. This disheveled woman with rings of exhaustion beneath her eyes, no makeup, no jewellery, simple clothing and hair in wild disarray is a side of my wife I’ve never seen. I wish she was ugly, but I find her just as attractive as ever. Perhaps more so. This Luna is vulnerable, approachable. She looks like she’s been freshly fucked. She looks like she’s begging to be fucked again; so sweet, so innocent. So in need of another good, hard fucking. 
 
    I give my head a slight shake and put my spoon in the bowl, tasting the surprisingly good soup. It’s basic canned chicken gumbo, but she’s added some kind of seasoning to spruce it up. The beans go oddly well with it and fill my empty belly. I finish my plate, help myself to the leftovers and eat until I’m satisfied. I drain my glass of juice, enjoying the sweet, slightly tart taste.  
 
    Only after I’ve set the glass on the table do I remember that I’ve hurt her arm. I open my mouth to ask about the injury, but I stop myself. I don’t want to give her the impression that I care more than I should, give her hope. She can’t build the expectation that our interlude here will end in any way other than her death.  
 
    The bleak thought dampens the pleasantly full feeling of our meal. My gaze lingers on her arm, but I can’t tell if it’s bothering her. Her flawless Latina skin is covering any bruising that might be there and it doesn’t look swollen. If the injury pains her then she’s hiding it. I shouldn’t be surprised. When Cristo was born, she hid her labour pains for nearly two days. I’d been busy with Zetas business at the time and she hadn’t wanted to interrupt. She’d known how important my work was. As a result, she’d damn near given birth on our washroom floor all by herself. If one of the maids hadn’t found her, she might have bled out and killed them both. But that’s my Luna, always making selfish decisions for good reasons. 
 
    I’m sharply reminded of other decisions she’s made, other lives she’s forced us to take because she can’t be trusted. I can feel my chest squeezing painfully as I look at her, innocently sipping at her soup. She doesn’t look like the woman that has betrayed me over and over, causing more damage to my life and heart than any other being on this planet. Her nose wrinkles slightly and a look of mild disgust passes over her face. I know that she has accidentally eaten a pepper. She despises them, yet she tolerates their presence in our food because she knows I love them. 
 
    I shove my chair away from the table and stand. I ignore her gasp of surprise and turn on my heel, heading for the next room. Once again, I can’t be near her. She fucks with my head, one moment inciting me to feelings of murder, the next softening me as I remember her as the woman who stole my heart from the beginning. 
 
    I realize almost immediately that by going into the living room I’m trapping myself further in the house with her, with her intoxicating presence. I’m dangerous right now. Unpredictable, like a wild animal. I turn to go back the way I came, out through the kitchen. I’ll walk until I’m calm, until I can face her with a certain degree of professionalism. Instead I walk right into her. She’s following behind me. 
 
    I automatically reach out to steady her, my hands sliding down her supple arms. She flinches a little as I touch her injured arm. Ah, so it does hurt. Fuck it. I shackle her wrist with my fingers and bring her arm up to my face, looking at it closely. Now, this close to my eyes, I can see the damage. It’s swollen with the beginnings of a bruise starting to form a few inches above her wrist. 
 
    She holds her breath as I examine her, standing stiffly, ill at ease. She fixes her eyes on the floor between us instead of boldly looking me in the face. It feels strange having her look so stiff in my presence. Luna is usually carefree and emotive. She’s the first to throw her arms around me and give me a kiss, it doesn’t matter who’s in the room watching. While I’m glad she understands the severity of our changed relationship, I miss the feel of her against me, her soft curves yielding against my muscles. 
 
    I drop her hand. Though I battle internally over the pain I’ve caused her, there’s nothing I can or will do for her. In the end, I’ll have to do much worse. 
 
    She shocks me when she steps back into my path, blocking me. She brings her hand up to my chest automatically, but quickly snatches it away, cradling it against herself, remembering how I broke it in the shower. I slash her a severe look, but she refuses to get out of my way. 
 
    “Please, Andres,” she says softly, her eyes still trained on the ground. “Can we talk?” 
 
    Though her pose is submissive I feel my ire begin to rise at her presumption. She dares to try to force this conversation? Now, when I’m angry and unstable? I grip her good arm and give her a shake, forcing her eyes to snap up to mine. “You really want to talk about this, esposa? Here? Now?” I ask, spitting out the word ‘wife’ in our shared language. Fear flares bright in her gorgeous, dark eyes. “You want to discuss why you ran away from our marriage? Why you stole my children from me and put them in danger?” 
 
    My voice rises with each accusation and she flinches in my hold, straining away from me. I allow her no escape, no relief from my presence. I jerk her closer, until her breasts are touching my chest. I grit my teeth against the feeling of her peaked nipples grazing me as her panicked breaths make them rub up and down rapidly. I expect her to back down. Instead, she tosses her wild hair over her shoulder, tilts her chin up and meets my eyes. 
 
    “Sí, esposo, I do.” She stresses the word husband, and despite my anger I feel some admiration for her daring. Though soft and sweet, my Luna still has a backbone. “There are things you need to know,” she says breathlessly, clearly trying to get the words out, but having difficulty. “Things you won’t like but need to hear anyway.” 
 
    I close my eyes for a moment and breath deep, willing the erratic beat of my heart to slow. Telling myself that this is why we’re here. I’d wanted an explanation, wanted to see her suffer. Why put off the inevitable? 
 
    I release her and step back, shoving a hand through my hair. “Fine, speak,” I spit. “Let’s get this bullshit over with.” Then I pin her with my gaze and point a finger at her, my trigger finger, tattooed with Los Zetas. “But know this, sweetheart. It won’t make a difference. You fucked up, and you will pay for it.” 
 
    She nods and whispers, “I know.” 
 
    I drop into the lounge chair, taking the only surface in the room and leaving her to stand. I ease back and spread my arms in a careless gesture. “Then speak.” 
 
    She crosses one arm protectively over her stomach and brings her other hand up to her lip to lick at her thumb, a subconscious gesture. She won’t chew on the nail, she doesn’t want to make it ragged for the woman who does her manicure. I shake my head and lift my lip in a snarl. It’s time to stop noticing these things about her.  
 
    “Speak!” I thunder, causing her to jump. 
 
    Tears fill her eyes and she stammers, “O-okay.” She crosses both arms against her stomach. A tear escapes her eye and trickles down her cheek. She lifts a shoulder to rub it off on her T-shirt. “I mostly left for Cristo.” 
 
    I stare at her, my mind blank. I don’t know what to say for a moment. I try to understand what she means but come up with nothing. Our son has every possible comfort. Loving parents, loving uncles, an adoring baby sister, more money than he can possibly spend in several lifetimes. What does our son have to do with Luna’s selfish choices? It makes no sense. 
 
    She must read some of the confusion on my face because she says simply, “He will become a Los Zetas, no?” 
 
    And just like that her every action in the past week makes sense. Comes crashing in on me like the thundering of the hell’s horsemen. She was protecting our children. From me. From my brothers, his uncles. From the only life Cristo could ever know. My chest aches once again as I stare at her. She sacrificed everything for our son. She did wrong, but she had the best intentions when she did it. And she gave up her life. 
 
    A sob leaves her lips as she stares back at me and for the first time in weeks, maybe even months we connect. Shared understanding. She was protecting our son from the life that took my soul, the life that I was never protected from. Not from my parents, not from my brothers, not from anyone but my wife. She is the only person who has tried time and again to pull me from the darkness. 
 
    I stand, pushing myself from the chair and walk toward her. She backs up so quickly her back strikes the wall behind her with enough force to knock the wind from her. She gasps and tries to slide sideways, terror now filling her eyes. She’s uncertain of her fate. She should be frightened. Her admission means nothing, changes nothing. Except how I feel about what I have to do. 
 
    I grip her shoulders, taking in her beautiful tear-drenched face, lift her chin, memorizing every inch of her loveliness. I want to remember her in this moment for all the years to come. This is my woman, my esposa, the mother of my children. My Luna. She has fought bravely for what she believes in. 
 
    I drop to my knees in front of her, taking her hand in mine. I kiss the back of her hand, caressing the delicate flesh, feeling her fragile bones against my lips, flexing beneath her skin. She is now sucking in deep breaths of air, trying to fill her lungs. She brings her other hand up and presses it hard against her chest. She looks down at me, her hair a golden-brown swirl tickling the top of my head as I bend to reach into my pocket. I take her ring out and slide it back onto her finger, right where it belongs. This ring is Luna. She lives with it, she dies with it. 
 
    I look up at her, finally allowing myself to sink into those eyes, deeper than the darkest night. “You humble me.” 
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    Luna 
 
      
 
    He understands! 
 
    Hope flares to brilliant life deep within me. My knees fold and I fall into his arms in an awkward heap. He catches me easily and holds me against his chest, pressing me tight against his heart, his hand at the back of my head. I sob into his neck, clinging to his shoulders. I do everything I’ve been longing to do. I breathe him in, taking in his familiar scent, loving that he smells like himself, even through so much time away from home. 
 
    He rocks me in his lap for as long as I need, until I’m calm enough to talk more rationally. Then, with long, anxious pauses to check his expression, I talk to him. I tell him why I left. “You’d been gone for weeks longer than you were supposed to on that last job, your men had returned but you were nowhere in sight. I… I know you promised you wouldn’t touch the drug again, but when I hadn’t even heard from you, not even a single word…” 
 
    “You should have trusted me, Luna.” His voice is hard and I shiver a little. I nod, silently cursing the self-doubts that seem to swamp me whenever I’m left to my own devices. “So what happened? That’s not why you left. You said you left for Cristo.” 
 
    “Sí,” I agree, gripping his hand and interlacing our fingers. “I was desperate to know where you were, to make sure you weren’t making a mistake, going back on heroin. I tried to call Charlie, but I couldn’t reach him. I went to Alberto and asked him where you were, when he thought you’d be back.” She takes a quick, sharp breath in. “He told me to mind my own business, that I didn’t need to know. When I persisted he grabbed me and tried to shove me out the door. I still refused to go, dug my heels in and started yelling. You know how tenacious I can be. Then I threatened to call Charlie, tell him you were back on drugs.” 
 
    I can feel the tension run through Andres and he growls, “Luna, you know better….” 
 
    “I know,” I say hastily, cutting him off. I twist around to look up at him with pleading eyes. “But I would’ve said anything to get Alberto to talk to me. I knew he knew where you were. You guys are best friends.” 
 
    “Were,” Andres snarls. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask, frowning, but he shakes his head and shoves his chin forward for me to continue. “Okay… well, when I threatened to call Charlie he was pissed but he knew he had to give me something. So he told me you needed space. Said that you were dealing with the aftermath of the shit you guys’d done on that last job. I… I realized at that point it must’ve been pretty bad. I didn’t want to hear any more so I told him I understood and I tried to leave. He must’ve been angrier at me for busting in there than I thought because suddenly he was grabbing me, shaking me and yelling about the job, giving me information about things you guys had done. How you’d hunted and butchered a family of four, including ch-children. He just kept talking, telling me all the gory, disgusting details. I couldn’t stand it, Andres.”  
 
    I know I’m talking too much now, too fast, but I can’t help it. I can remember the scene clearly, playing out in front of me. “I hit my knees and threw up all over the floor. He leapt back, finally let go of my arm. When I looked up at him he had this smug look on his face, like he was glad I was sick. I think he thought he was somehow punishing me for not knowing my place. For not staying at home and keeping house, waiting quietly for you like an obedient wife.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Andres explodes and I shudder in his arms as I feel the heat of his anger pour over me.   
 
    I grip his arm and try to calm him a little. The story only gets worse from here. “I tried to stand but he came toward me again so instead I quickly crawled toward the door. It was still open, except for the screen. I reached for it and pulled myself up. He laughed and told me to get out, not to bother him again. I ran out the door and straight into Cristo. I nearly knocked him right into the dirt. He’d followed me over there and then stood by the door listening to our entire argument. Dios mio, Andres, I was so upset! I thought he would be stricken by what he heard.” 
 
    “And was he?” Andres asks, his brows pulling down in a frown. 
 
    “No!” The word bursts from me. I feel the ache in my heart and tears forming in my eyes once more as I remember our exchange. “He was simply worried that Alberto and I had been shouting and that I’d been sick. He didn’t care about anything else. I even asked him about the family, those children from the story. He said he understood that it was part of your job, that he knew you had to do things like that for work. I asked him how much he knew about papá’s work, if there were other things.” 
 
    “What did he say?” his voice is grim now. 
 
    “You know how smart our son is, Andres,” I say, my voice flat. “Figure it out for yourself.” 
 
    His arms tighten a little, but all he says is, “Alberto is lucky he’s fucking dead. I would make him suffer for the pain he has caused my family.” A chill runs through me as I realize that Alberto has died. I didn’t particularly like him, but he was Andres’ best friend and second-in-command. He only ever tried to serve my husband loyally. “So you decided to leave,” Andres says, inviting me to continue speaking. 
 
    I nod, tears clogging my throat. “I had to, this was Cristo’s legacy.” 
 
    “Blood,” Andres agrees.  
 
    “Death,” I whisper. 
 
    He pulls me back against him and cradles me in his arms while I let the tears flow free down my cheeks. I speak, finishing the story of our flight. “I didn’t want to second guess my decision, didn’t want to raise Alberto’s suspicion or anyone else’s. People are used to my erratic behaviour, so, I left the nanny a note telling her we went on a last-minute shopping trip, went and grabbed Pedro, the only man I knew was stupid enough to betray you, emptied our safe and got us the hell out of there.” 
 
    “You wanted to save our son,” Andres says quietly, pressing his lips against the top of my head. 
 
    “Both of our children,” I correct him out, swiping at the tears and then clutching his arms. “Sola will marry into this life, she’ll watch her own children grow up and become immune to the violence. Cristo will go out, maim and murder. He’ll either crave the blood like some men or grow dark and distant. Neither path is bearable for a mother.” 
 
    “Nor a father,” he murmurs. 
 
    Yes, he understands. 
 
    I slump against him, exhausted, my tears nearly at an end. I don’t think I have anything left in me. I am found again, safe in the arms of my husband. Perhaps I’ll have to return to the cartel, to the Los Zetas. Perhaps I’ll have to go on pretending that this life is acceptable. But maybe, just maybe, one day I’ll find a way out for me and my children. I love my husband more than anything on this planet, but my duty is to my babies. I fall asleep in his arms, thoughts of my family firm in my heart. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    13 
 
      
 
    Andres 
 
      
 
    Do it now.  
 
    While she’s helpless, while she is lulled into a sense of peace. Do what you must before awareness returns with the understanding that nothing has changed. 
 
    She sits on my lap, her back pushed against my chest, seeking comfort in the warmth of my body. Her tears have stopped and she’s fallen asleep, her breath caressing the hairs on my arm. Her fingers are entwined with mine. Beautiful long fingers beneath my thick, barbaric hand. A hand that has done so much damage. 
 
    I lift my left hand and brush the hair from her face and neck. My wedding band glints in the rays of the sun filtering through the dusty window. Luna sighs, a soft trickle of warm air leaving her lush lips and raising goosebumps over the arm holding her head up. I trail my fingers down the side of her neck. Her head falls back into the crook of my right arm, giving me access to her fragile throat, as though inviting me to take the life that must be sacrificed. 
 
    Something pricks at my eyes and it takes me a moment to realize that these are tears. Since leaving childhood I have been driven to tears less than a handful of times. The thought of losing my wife is… unbearable, overwhelming. Life without her feels like a gaping black wound. I know that nothing will be same. As she remains peacefully asleep in my arms, I come to the realization that if we didn’t have children, I would follow her into death. I would do what needs to be done, then I would pull out my gun and eat a bullet.  
 
    I know what this action would do to my brothers. They would be devastated, angry, vengeful. We are bonded, me and my hermanos. But not even death can separate blood. We will find each other again in the afterlife, wherever that is. 
 
    Death can take my Luna. It can separate me and my love. And this is something that I contemplate like a knife to the heart. She is fragile, beautiful, a dreamer. She was never meant for the life that I forced on her. But she dealt with it in the only way my Luna knew how, with dignity and an open heart. She closed her eyes to the ugliness and tried to be the best mother and wife she could be. And she succeeded. 
 
    It is her success that will be our downfall. 
 
    I wrap my fingers around her throat and close my eyes, counting slowly in my head. When I get to ten I will squeeze. I will crush her fragile neck and kill her as quickly, as mercifully as I can. I tell myself that she will only feel it for a second, that even if she wakes up, she won’t know what’s happening. That she’ll still feel the warmth of her husband against her as he escorts her to heaven. 
 
    One. Two. 
 
    I clench my teeth to stop the tears, stop my lips from shaking. 
 
    Three. Four. 
 
    My chest squeezes so hard I can’t breathe. 
 
    Five. Six. 
 
    I flex my fingers out, away from her soft, yielding flesh. 
 
    Seven. Eight. 
 
    I wrap them around her, pinning her against my chest. 
 
    Nine. Ten. 
 
    I open my eyes. It’s the least I can give her. Watch as I escort her to the shadowed land. I drop my eyes as I clench my fingers. I’m surprised to see that hers are open, her gorgeous velvet, black orbs on my face. I see in their depths, the knowledge of what I’m about to do. She doesn’t move, she doesn’t lift her hands or fight. She simply lies in my arms, her lips slightly parted, her face angelic and slightly flushed. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whisper, a sob breaking through my calm. 
 
    I know, she mouths, unable to say more because I’m now withholding the air from her lungs. I can’t bring myself to crush her beautiful, fragile neck. So I simply hold it in my hand and squeeze the life from her. Slowly, her face goes from dusty brown to red. Her mouth opens in a helpless gasp. Her eyes open wider. 
 
    I feel something on my face and realize that a tear is escaping. Her arms jerk up, a visceral response to what’s happening to her. She clutches my arms, but she doesn’t push me away. Instead, she clings to me, pulls me closer, as though embracing me. Her face is now turning white from lack of oxygen and I lose control completely. I cry as I drag her to the floor, my hand wrapped completely around her delicate throat.  
 
    Her hands touch my shoulders for a second, drop to my biceps, then fall weakly away, her knuckles thumping against the floor. Her eyelashes flutter. She tries to keep them open, tries to watch my face, those beautiful eyes drinking me in even as they dim. I’m straddling her now, crouched over top of her. My tears raining down on her face, on her chest, on the hand that strangles the life from her. 
 
    Finally, her eyes close. Her mouth is open in a tiny ‘oh’. Her chest is still lifting in erratic gasps, but they’re coming further and further apart. Only a matter of seconds before she’s gone. I know that despite my children, I won’t live long without her. Maybe a few years. Until I can properly secure their future. 
 
    My eyes fall on her face again and then drop further to my hand. I see her name, tattooed on my left ring finger. Luna. I had it done two days after meeting her. I knew from that first moment that there would be no one else in my world. She was it. Luna is everything. My sun, moon, universe. She makes everything better.  
 
    I release her, hope and despair clashing and exploding through me in equal parts. If she dies, I die. If she lives, we’re fucked. 
 
    “Please God, don’t die,” I beg, my voice sounding foreign, rusty. 
 
    I watch her chest, watch her face. After a few seconds colour starts to return, chasing away the pale death mask that had enveloped her, that I’d forced on her. Her chest moves slightly. I lift her hand, bringing it up to my face kissing her palm before pressing it against my cheek. I use her fingertips to wipe away my tears. As her chest begins to fill with air, expanding and deflating with increasing frequency, I move up her body to her head, placing it in my lap. Her eyelashes flutter but she doesn’t open her eyes. 
 
    “Andres,” she croaks. 
 
    “I’m here, cariño,” I tell her. 
 
    She nods slightly and then lifts a hand weakly off the floor. She drops it immediately, as though she doesn’t have the strength to move. I reach out to lift it for her, but she flinches. 
 
    “Shh, Luna,” I say, trying to keep my voice soft. “I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    “D-dead?” she asks, her voice slightly frantic. 
 
    “No, baby,” I assure her. “You aren’t dead.” 
 
    She lets out a wail, so sudden and unexpected that I stiffen. Then she curls on her side, rolling away from me on the hard, wooden floor. I feel as though my heart is breaking as I watch her fall apart, even more than when she’d confessed her plans to run away with our children. She sobs and screams out her pain, tearing her already sore throat with cries of despair. I don’t know what to do, how to sooth her agony, since I’m the one who caused it. I place a hand on her shoulder and, when she doesn’t try to get away from me, run it down her back. This is something I know she loves. She used to ask me to draw pictures on her back when we lay in bed together and she would try to guess what they were. 
 
    Finally, as her sobs begin to die away and turn to hiccups, I roll her onto her back. She looks up at me through tear-soaked lashes. I expect to see accusation there. I know I deserve accusation. Instead I see nothing. Just bleak emptiness. As though my Luna has died inside, though I spared her body. I grow cold at this thought.  
 
    I push my arm beneath her legs and the other very gently under her back, being especially careful with her neck. I roll her against my chest and stand. I carry her through the house, now growing darker with the shadows of the late afternoon. She lays limply against me, emotionally and physically exhausted. I feel the same, like we both need a week’s worth of sleep. 
 
    I set her gently in the bed. I’ll let her sleep for a few hours and try to find something for us to eat. Then we’ll figure out the next steps. Luna can’t die. But Luna can’t live.  
 
    I cover her with the blanket, run my hand over her hair and turn to leave the bed. She grips my shirt, clinging to me. 
 
    “Andres,” she whispers hoarsely against my chest, clinging to me, digging her nails weakly into my side. “What you did? I understand why, because I understand your world. I knew the moment I left that I was giving up my life.” I know the words must be hurting her, but still she pushes on, tries to get them out. “But this is the world I tried to save our son from. The choices I never want him to make.” She rolls her head so she can look directly up at me. “If you let me live, I will never stop trying to save him. I will never stop running.” 
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    Luna 
 
      
 
    I wake up alone surrounded by shadows. I bolt upright, clutching a blanket against my chest because I don’t recognize anything. Remembrance returns slowly along with aching pain throughout my body, particularly my arm. I’m thirsty but the terrible swollen pain in my throat tells me that a drink will be agony. I push a hand through my hair, fingering the knots from the long strands.  
 
    I wonder what time it is. Normally I would check my phone, but that’s definitely not an option since I left my phone in Mexico and the burner phone in Cuba. I don’t feel very rested or refreshed so I know I haven’t slept for long. A shudder runs through me as I think about what Andres did to me. I understand why he did it, but the pain of it is so overwhelming I can feel my mind trying to fold.  
 
    My husband tried to kill me. He wrapped his hand around my throat, held me down and squeezed the breath from my body. For those few moments he put his cartel, his brothers, his birthright above me. He put me in my place. He pulled back at the last moment. I try to cling to that shred of hope. But I can’t help feeling that, while he didn’t kill my body, he did murder something inside me. 
 
    When I ran from him I knew what I was doing, knew that there would be severe consequences. When I explained to Andres why I ran away I never imagined I would have his support, let alone his love and agreement to my plan. I can’t help but wonder if he wishes I’d done a better job. Managed to actually leave with our children, disappear for good. As much as it would have broken his heart, killed his love for me, at least he would have known that we were alive and well. Wherever we were. And that his son, both of his children, were away from the cartel. 
 
    After we talked, after he held me and let me cry, I thought… I thought… I don’t know what I thought. Perhaps that he would forgive me and we could move on? Be a happy family again. Idiot. I should have known that this would be impossible. You don’t fuck over cartel and live to tell about it. 
 
    I rub a hand over my face and try not to cry. My face feels raw from crying, like it’s been scrubbed by sandpaper. I crawl from the bed, tugging the blanket where it’s tangled around my legs and toss it back. I walk slowly to the washroom and flick the light switch. When nothing happens I let out an annoyed sigh. It’s clear that this house hasn’t been in recent use. 
 
    I run the taps and splash water on my face, trying to wake myself up a little more. I dry my face off and squint at the mirror, but I can’t see anything in the now dark room. I laugh a little. I’ve come a long way from the wealthy woman of privilege who had every convenience and amenity at the snap of her manicured fingertips. 
 
    I run a hand over my hair and try to restore some order to the wavy mass wishing I at least had an elastic to tie it up with. Andres prefers it down and I usually oblige, knowing I look pretty, framed by the long golden-brown tresses. But now, I think we might be past physical preferences. Still… I feel a little better on the inside knowing I look good on the outside, so I continue restoring my appearance as much as I can. 
 
    I return to the bedroom, find the bag that contains some women’s items and dig until I come up with deodorant and a toothbrush. I wonder how long he’d originally intended to keep me alive and what he planned on doing to me as I look at the meagre contents of the bag. A shudder runs down my back and I quickly shake off the morbid thought, get to my feet and go back to the dark washroom to finish cleaning up. 
 
    When I’m done I find myself standing hesitantly next to the door, clutching the knob with shaking fingers. I’m scared to leave the room, to go to him. How will he act? How should I act? There’s not exactly protocol for how a person should behave directly after their spouse tries to kill them. I snort bitterly as I picture myself walking up to him and asking, “Excuse me darling, are you going to try to strangle me again or shall I make us some supper?” 
 
    I have a tendency to overthink everything, to analyze every situation and try come up with an appropriate response. Or an inappropriate response, if I’m being totally honest. I know how to use my good looks and emotions to draw a response from the men around me and, in the past, I haven’t been shy about using this particular strategy to get my way. I know I sometimes create drama because of this. Now I feel helpless in the face of a situation I can’t control. I started this drama by running away from my husband, but I can’t control this situation. As much as I want to wail and cry, I know my tears have no place here. There won’t be anyone to comfort me through this. 
 
    I turn the knob and step into the dim, shadowy hallway. I pause for a moment, listening. I hear nothing but the sound of my own breathing. I think perhaps Andres has left the house to go for a walk, or a drive. Like he did before. Relief flashes through me and I feel a little foolish at fearing nothing but shadows. I continue down the hall, my hand on the wall for support. 
 
    I stop short, a cry on my lips when I see him sitting in the chair in the living room. “Andres!” My hand flies to my throat in a protective gesture. There’s enough light in the room that I can see he notes the gesture. My heart hammers in my chest and adrenaline floods my system, begging me to run, warning me that this man tried to kill me. 
 
    I stand there, still as a statue, fighting with myself, reminding myself that he’s still my husband. My knees feel weak and tears prick my eyes. Each breath comes out in a harsh gasp, which hurts my raw throat. I can see that my visceral reaction is affecting him as well. He goes rigid in his chair, his fingers tightening on the arm. 
 
    “Come here,” he commands sharply, his deep voice cutting like a knife, making me jump. 
 
    I cling to the corner of the wall. I feel like I’m going to fall. I have no balance, like I’m in a dream or something. I want to turn and run, dive back into the bed, under the blankets, close my eyes and go back to sleep. But I know I won’t make it. He’s so much stronger and faster. He’ll be right on top of me, crushing me, killing me.  
 
    Hot tears slip through, despite my determination not to cry in this moment, to face him without the drama. 
 
    “Luna,” he says again, his voice just as demanding. He tips the armchair forward so it creaks against the floor, his boots thumping against the hardwood. “I said, come here.” 
 
    I nod and let go of the wall, forcing myself toward him. As though I’m marching toward my death, I can feel panic rising. How can he force me to do this? It’s cruel, demanding I go to him after what he did to me. I can’t stand it.  
 
    My knees give out just as reach him and I collapse at his feet, hitting the floor hard. The pain in my legs jars me back to the present, away from the dream-like state I was experiencing. Like a snake, he strikes, reaching out and gripping my arms, dragging me toward him. I yelp and try to lunge back, thinking this must be it. He must’ve changed his mind. He’s about to kill me! 
 
    He gives me a little shake. “Stop it, Luna,” he snaps. “I’m not gonna hurt you.” 
 
    Still I flinch back, unable to contain my reaction. My mind is completely at odds with my body. His scent, so masculine with a hint of his soap. His touch. My body recognizes my husband and reacts to him, but instinct, self-preservation begs me to run from him, to save myself. I stay frozen on the floor, kneeling at his feet, my eyes down. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, my voice husky and painful. 
 
    He drags me toward him until our faces are almost touching, my lips grazing the bristly hairs of his chin where he hasn’t shaved in days. His elbows are braced on his knees. “Look at me,” he growls.  
 
    With extreme difficulty I lift my eyes, past his wide jaw and perfect, sharp features to his blue eyes. They are blazing at me like a wounded animal. A wolf who has been cornered and doesn’t know a way out except to fight. My throat catches in sympathy. I know how much he hates the darkness, the terrible side of his job. I despise the idea that I crossed over from being his comfort to another thing that draws him toward the darkness. 
 
    I lift a shaking hand and touch the edge of his jaw, running my fingers along the length toward his lips. I savour the feel of his roughness against my skin. This is real, this is my husband. The man that has cherished me for five years. Held me in his arms countless times, given me the gift of his children. 
 
    I reach up with my other hand and cup his other cheek before raising up higher on my knees and capturing his lips with mine in a kiss. It isn’t meant to be a kiss of passion but one of love and apology. I try to tell him how sorry I am for what I did, for the choices I’ve forced on him with my actions. But most of all, I tell him that I’m sorry he’s not free to live a different life, a life free of darkness, away from the cartel.  
 
    When I try to break the kiss, he stops me. His hand goes to the back of my head, cupping me. He crushes me to him, pressing his lips hard against mine, taking what I was offering and then so much more. Andres’ kiss is desperate as he thrusts his tongue inside my mouth. When I try to pull back again his other arm slides across the back of my shoulders and he anchors me against him, forcing me to accept his kiss. I taste his desperation mixed with dominance and rising passion. And while my body quickly responds to his demand, like in the shower, my mind rebels. 
 
    I can’t reconcile our situation. I don’t know how this can end. He said he wouldn’t hurt me, but for how long? I still betrayed him, betrayed the Los Zetas. Surely there must still be consequences? How can I possibly lose myself in passion while my very life is at stake? With these questions floating through my head I press my hands against Andres chest and push.  
 
    He doesn’t move, if he even notices my resistance. I try to break his kiss, but he catches me by the back of the head and holds me tight, right where he wants me. He uses his lips and tongue to seduce me into compliance. Andres knows every inch of my body with intimate detail. He has never failed as a lover. Not once have I walked away from our bed dissatisfied. Soon I forget why I wanted away from him. Instead I’m reaching up, clinging to him, clumsily climbing into his lap. He grips me by the waist and lifts me up. Without breaking our kiss he urges me onto his lap, spreading my legs so I’m straddling him. 
 
    I wrap my arms around his broad shoulders and fall with him as he leans back in the chair, landing against his hard chest. He cushions me against him, one arm wrapped around my waist, the other coming back up to cup my head. My excitement rises and I rapidly become wet for him as I squirm against the hard ridge of his jeans. His arm tightens around my back, anchoring me solidly against him. 
 
    I plunge my tongue into his mouth, bringing my hands back to his face and holding him the way I like him. My kisses are hungry and desperate. Except for our brief moment in the shower earlier, it has been months since we’ve been together. Andres had been away on business. When he’s home we are very active in the bedroom, fucking often and hard. The physical side of our relationship has always been a breathtaking, romantic whirlwind. 
 
    I feel his hand clench in my hair and I savour the bite even as I suck on his tongue, controlling the pace of our kiss. We fight for domination in our embrace, me on top, him using the strength in his arms to crush me against him. He pulls at the hem of my shirt and then, without warning, tears it over my head, breaking our kiss. I gasp, rocking back on his lap. But before I can fall he catches me by the back of the head and drags me back to him, smashing his lips to mine. I whimper at the force and then grip him hard, pushing my tongue against his, loving the rush of pleasure that floods through my chest and stomach, straight down to my pussy. 
 
    His hands are everywhere, tearing at my leggings, yanking at his own T-shirt. All I can do is cling to him with my hands and knees, try to keep my balance as I kiss his lips, his face and his chest. I lick and nip him every chance I get, every time his gorgeous tanned, tattooed skin gets close enough to my mouth for me to graze him. He groans and grips my head, holding me against him for just a moment, before releasing me to tear at our clothes again.  
 
    Soon I am naked, writhing in his lap while he is wearing only a pair of jeans, his cock pulled out underneath me. I reach for it at the same time as I rock forward on his lap, catching him in another passionate kiss, thrusting my tongue against his. His hand lands on top of mine and together we squeeze his penis. Just the way he likes it.  
 
    This frantic lovemaking, it feels like coming home, but it also feels different. More desperate. Like we’re reconfirming that we’re okay. Only we’re not okay. Which is probably why we’re so desperate to devour each other. To fuck until we can’t think. Fuck away our problems. Fuck away the cartel. 
 
    Andres wraps one arm around my waist, lifts me and tips me back. “Put your legs over the chair,” he commands, his voice rough. 
 
    I hurry to comply, opening myself to him. I’d lost all sense of shyness around this man years ago once I’d learned exactly what he could do to my body. Now I am eager for the orgasm I see promised in his glowing crystal eyes. I stretch my legs over the arms of the chair and lean back against his arm, trusting that he will hold me up. 
 
    I am barely in position before he’s sliding two long, thick fingers into me. In this position we can look each other in the eyes while he does it. I moan, the sound hoarse and strained as he rubs my g-spot with leisurely strokes. I can see so many emotions in his eyes, all forged together through the fires of passion.  
 
    “Are you my good girl, Luna?” he asks. 
 
    His deep voice, saying those words send shafts of pleasure right through my body. I can feel myself clamping down on his fingers as they continue to pump in and out of my pussy. I’m so wet he has no trouble at all. He uses his thumb to flick my clit in an uneven pattern that drives me crazy. I know he’s asking me a trick question. There’s no right or wrong answer. 
 
    I lick my lips, force my gaze up to his and answer. “I’ve been a bad girl, Andres.” 
 
    He nods and I see satisfaction cross his face. He deepens his strokes and I spread my legs even more, rocking my hips in time with his pumping fingers. He rubs his thumb over my clit with increasing frequency. I suck my breath in and fling my head back. I can feel the tips of my hair brushing the floor and I wonder at the incredible strength he must have to be holding me up like this. 
 
    “Do bad girls get to come, Luna?” he demands, his voice dropping to a growl. 
 
    I whimper as I get closer to my magical peak. But I can tell from his words that he probably won’t let me get there. I try to sneak a hand toward my clitoris, but he snaps at me to keep my hands to myself and answer the question. “No, bad girls don’t get to come!” I gasp, tears pooling in my eyes. I really feel like I’m going to die if he won’t let me come.   
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Andres says, and then leans forward and says against my lips. “But this bad girl fucks me so good I’ll let her have it anyway.” 
 
    He presses his fingers hard against me and rubs my clit furiously while shoving his tongue deep in my mouth. Then he drops his mouth to my breast while I arch back against his arm. He bites down on my nipple, sending me soaring over the edge. Shivers ripple through my body and I shout my ecstasy while I explode in his arms. I can hear him grunting as he watches me fall apart, my hips jerking on his lap, taking everything his fingers have to give. I picture those blue slits, glittering as he stares at me. I love the way my Andres watches me. 
 
    He doesn’t give me time to recover. He slides his hand from my now soaking pussy, picks me right up off the chair and walks me backward until my back hits the wall. He uses his arm to protect me from the impact, but we still hit hard enough that I feel the wall shake and something on the other side, in the kitchen, falls and shatters. 
 
    “Andres!” I cry out, gripping his shoulder with my good hand and trying to get my balance.  
 
    He doesn’t give me a chance. He yanks my leg up to his hip and slams himself home, sliding deep inside. I gasp, digging my nails into the skin of his shoulders. My orgasm begins to crest again and I lift my other leg, wrapping it around his waist and locking my ankles around his back as stars burst behind my eyelids. I shriek in ecstasy and grind my hips forward just as Andres begins slamming into me. I can tell that my frantic, orgasmic movements are driving him crazy but I can’t control myself. He bites down on my shoulder and then slams his hand into the wall next to my head, shaking the whole thing again. I dimly note a thin layer of dust falling all around us.  
 
    Suddenly I’m being spun around and Andres is walking with me, then I’m falling. I scream out and wrap my arms around Andres, fully expecting to hit the floor hard, but I don’t. My back hits something, jarring me for a second. A quick glance tells me I’m now laying on the kitchen table. As Andres thrusts back inside me I realize that he moved us so he can go deeper, fuck me harder than he could against the wall. 
 
    He cups my head and forces my face up. “Look at me, Luna.” I stare up at him, at the intense gorgeous man that loves me like no one else. “Love looking at you, cariño.” 
 
    “I know,” I whisper back and reach up to cling to him, running my hands over his head and shoulders, scratching him lightly, just the way I know he loves. I can feel his cock growing wider inside me and I throw my head back, bringing his head down to my chest, clutching him against me, holding him while he fucks me hard against the table. He finishes deep inside me, bathing me with his seed, warming me from the inside.  
 
    After, I hold him close, stroking his naked shoulders until his breathing evens out, which happens far sooner than mine. My throat is very sore and now that I’m no longer flooded with pleasurable endorphins I can definitely feel the pain. Andres leans back on his elbow and strokes his finger gently across the bruises. I can see the sparkle in his eyes dim as his troubles begin to resurface. He rolls off the table and reaches for me. Gently he lifts me and carries me to the living room where he collapses backwards onto the chair with me cradled in his arms.  
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    Andres 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been here before, haven’t you,” she murmurs, her voice a husky whisper against my throat. 
 
    We’ve been sitting together in silence for nearly a quarter of an hour, naked in each other’s arms. I have an excellent internal clock so I can usually tell the time, even when there is no clock available. It doesn’t surprise me that Luna is the first to break our silence. What does surprise me is how long it took for her to speak. I stroke the hair from her face in gentle swipes, sifting my fingers through the silky strands. Despite the topic of conversation we are about to discuss I feel completely relaxed, still basking in the afterglow of great sex. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve been here several times,” I tell her. “I own this house and the land it sits on.” 
 
    She nods and I know this revelation doesn’t shock her. She’s a smart woman, she probably figured out who owned the land as soon as we arrived. Decena men like to be in control of their surroundings. I wouldn’t have brought my wife, in such a delicate situation, to a place I didn’t have complete control over. 
 
    “I’ve never been here before,” she comments. 
 
    She’s inviting me to lead this conversation. We both know it won’t be casual. If she hasn’t been out to a property that I own then it’s most likely connected to work and related to something I won’t discuss with my wife. But she’s here now, there’s no reason to keep this secret from her. Only this property isn’t connected to business. It has nothing to do with the Los Zetas. This is my personal property. No one knows it exists except for myself… and now Luna. 
 
    I glance up at a spot on the wall, the bullet hole I drilled through the wood two years ago. “This place was where I came when things became too dark for me, Luna,” I say gruffly, tightening my arms around her, holding her lush curves against me, taking in her warmth. “I shut myself in and shot myself up so I wouldn’t go home to you, Cristo and our unborn child with the bad things that were in my head.” I pause, giving her the chance to speak. When she doesn’t I continue, “I knew if I saw you at that time, with that filthy shit in my head that I’d take it out on you. That I’d hurt you… maybe worse.” 
 
    I grit my teeth, waiting to hear her gasp of shock or anger. Waiting for her to push away from me. I hold her tighter than I know I should, digging my fingers into her rounded hip, anchoring her against me so she can’t run away. Instead of the recriminations I know I deserve, she clings to me even closer, pressing her lips against my throat in comfort. 
 
    “I know,” she whispers. “I’ve always known why you did what you did… why you took those drugs. But you should’ve trusted me more, Andres. You should’ve trusted me to be the one to lead you from the darkness.” 
 
    I shake my head, leaning my chin on top of her head. She couldn’t have chased away the demons that haunted me. That still haunt me. My sweet naïve Luna has no idea what things I have seen and done in my time. The images flash through my mind like a gruesome snuff film on repeat. I’ve never had the ability to compartmentalize that part of my job, to separate the horrific images from my regular life. They all blend together until I can’t tell what’s right and wrong. I know my brothers think I’m soft, that I’m too easily touched by the darkness. Maybe I am. I know these past two years have hardened me until I’ve grown as cold as they are. I thought Luna was my saving grace, the one thing that could still bring me back… until I lost her too. 
 
    My gaze lingers on the wall, the bullet hole. I can no longer see it as the room is too steeped in shadows. But I know that it’s there. Head height for Luna. The ghost I could never banish; either from my mind or my heart. She has always been entrenched. A part of me, so deeply buried, that it would kill me if I tried to remove her. 
 
    She leans back in my arms, her dark knowing look caressing my face. “Can you tell me what it was like?” she asks. Before I can ask her what she means, she continues, “Coming here by yourself. The… the heroin. What was it like? I guess I always thought of it from my own point of view. I knew I hated it… hated what it did to you. I despised how you would come home weeks or sometimes even months after a job, weak and sad. You were a different man from the husband I knew. It took you ages to get back on track. But I want to know what it was like for you?” 
 
    I look down at her face, now shrouded in shadows. I touch a tear that threatens to spill from her bottom lash and rub it between my thumb and forefinger as I consider her question. This is very introspective for my Luna. She is a wonderful, smart woman that is capable of great feelings of love. But ultimately she is a selfish woman, doesn’t look too deeply into the thoughts and motives of others. 
 
    However, she seems to truly want to understand. And though I despise the idea of bringing Luna into my dark, disgusting world of addiction, I think we need to take this step together. Perhaps she should know. I nod and stretch, pushing the chair so it inclines back, holding her in my arms so she’s forced to sprawl on top of me. She snuggles against me with a shiver. We are both naked still and though summers in Spain are warm, a chill is beginning to set in as fall nears. 
 
    “I used to fly here after particularly nasty jobs,” I tell her. “So I could be alone. I wasn’t fit to be near anyone, let alone you and Cristo.” 
 
    “Where exactly are we?” she asks softly. 
 
    I hear the hesitation in her voice. She knows she is pushing boundaries by asking, but she’s desperate to know. I consider telling her but decide against it. I shake my head. “I’m sorry,” I tell her. A shudder runs through her body and she stiffens against me. I feel a catch in her breathing where her breasts brush my chest. I realize what she thinks and curse my own stupidity. “No, Luna, it’s not what you think. I promise, I’ll never hurt you like that again.” I tilt her chin so I can look into her eyes, promise her with words as well as without. “Doing what I did to you… it was like tearing out my own beating heart, impossible. I just can’t. But for now, we’re still at an impasse. Until I decide how to proceed, it’s safer for you if you don’t know where you are.”  
 
    She frowns but doesn’t disagree. “Okay, Andres. I trust that you know best.” The stiffness gradually melts from her limbs and she snuggles back against my side. I run my hand along her curves. “Please continue.” 
 
    I hold her tight against me as I talk, staring down at her, reminding myself that I’m here with Luna, not back in another time. “It was the best, most wonderful thing I’ve ever experienced. Nothing, and I mean nothing compares to the feeling of heroin speeding through my veins.” She makes a sound and I know she doesn’t like what I’ve said. It doesn’t matter. She wanted to hear the truth and this is what I give her. “I came here to forget everything. Forget the people we hunted and tortured. The women we ordered our men to brutalize, rape and dismember.” Her breath catches and her nails dig into my side. I understand. She knows what cartel is about, but the details are brutal. This is what she was trying to save our son from. 
 
    “I understand,” she whispers. “You needed to forget the things you saw.” 
 
    I shake my head and stare down at her, wanting her to really understand. “The things I did, Luna. Don’t pretend I’m an innocent, I’m not. I’m a weapon. I do as I’m ordered. I get told to hunt and kill, then I fucking do it.” Tears glitter in her dark eyes turning them to onyx. “I came here to forget everything. The cartel, my brothers… even you.” 
 
    “Me,” she repeats, her voice catching. 
 
    “How can I do my job with someone like you in my head?” I ask, a hard edge to my voice now. “How can I purge that shit with you still in my head? I think about you constantly. You’re my everything, but I can’t do what I have to do while you’re constantly there. So I came here, slammed as much of that shit as I could until I forgot everything, until I turned numb.” 
 
    “Did it work?” 
 
    “No,” I admit, running my thumb over her collarbone, reminding myself that she’s real. “You were always here. You’ve never truly left me.” 
 
    I can see the glitter of her white teeth flash as her lips stretch in a quick grin. “Good.” I don’t mention the time I shot her ghost trying to banish her from ruining my high. Something tells me she won’t like that. “But you were always clean when you came home?” 
 
    The way she says it is part question, part statement. “Yes,” I run my hand over her, touching her breast softly. “After Charlie pushed me to sober up, showed me how, I started doing it on my own when I came out here. I’d go on a bender, fuck myself up until I thought I could manage my own thoughts, then I’d force myself to clean-up.” 
 
    “How did you do that?” she asks curiously, innocently. 
 
    I shudder, unable to hold my reaction back. The images flash though my brain, almost as bad as the hideous things I’ve done to my victims. Didn’t have a choice though, I’d inject the heroin until I was out. Then I had no choice but to detox. The debilitating pain of sobering up is almost indescribable. My body would bend until it nearly broke, shivering, shuddering, purging, essentially dying, until it rid itself of the toxin. This would last for days, sometimes up to a week. I would lay in my own filth until I was once more coherent enough to crawl to the washroom.  
 
    Perhaps the withdrawal is what I wanted, even more than the drug. After my brother forced me off heroin the first time, I discovered absolution in withdrawal. There is no judge or jury in my line of work. I have only myself as a moral compass. I know I do things that I will regret, things that will put a black stain on my soul for the rest of my life. The pain of withdrawal is the closest I can come to death without maiming myself or committing suicide. It brings me comfort in the sea of disgust I feel for myself and the things I have done. 
 
    Instead of explaining this to Luna I kiss the top of her head and murmur, “Let’s get something to eat.” 
 
    She nods and tips her head back so I can kiss her lips. She understands that this topic of conversation is closed. “I think I saw another soup and a couple cans of peaches in the pantry,” she says, crawling off my lap. 
 
    She reaches back to catch my hand and leads me from the room that holds too many ghosts. 
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    Luna 
 
      
 
    It’s morning and we’ve been here for a full day. I still don’t know where here is. Andres has left to pick up groceries and other supplies. While he’s away I decide to go for a walk. I pull on a fuchsia tank top and a pair of white shorts that show off my tanned legs. I find a pair of cheap floppy sandals in the bottom of the duffel bag and pull them out. They have those plastic things that go between the toes. I make a face, deciding grimly that Andres really must have been planning on killing me because no way would I have worn these unless I had no other choice except death. 
 
    I smile and stretch my arms wide, welcoming the sun as I step out the front door. My problems feel as though they melt away in the warmth that touches my bare skin. Most of our family and friends think that we named our daughter Sola because my name is Luna, because she is the sun to my moon. This is only partly true. We named her this way because I have always been a worshipper of the sun, because she lights up my life and brings sunshine to everything around her. How can she not? She is innocence.  
 
    I feel an ache in my chest as I think of my daughter. I’m reminded of why I’m here, that my future is still uncertain. So far, I’ve tried hard not to think of my children. I’ve vacationed often without them and they’ve been fine, more than fine, in the care of their excellent nanny. There is no reason why this separation should be any different. Andres and I will fix things and then we’ll go back to our children. 
 
    I wander as far from the house as I dare, which isn’t very far. First, I go to the edge of the cliff and then around to the driveway. I walk up the road, but I don’t want to lose sight of the house so I turn back before reaching any main roads. I shade my eyes, one hand on my hip and turn around in all directions but I can’t see any other people or houses. Just tall, baked grass and a few scraggly trees. I think about climbing down the cliff where it’s less steep to walk along the beach but I’d noticed driftwood on the sand indicating the tide comes right up to the cliffs. Unsure what time that would be, I decide against this plan. Besides, if Andres comes back and finds me missing he would freak. 
 
    So I return to the house and set about dusting the layers of grime from all the surfaces. I shake my head at the lack of furniture and personal touches. The place reminds me of Andres’ home at The Site before I moved in with him. It was sparse and uncomplicated, like him. A smile twitches my lips as I remember our first months together. He’d given me carte blanche with his credit cards and flown me to some of the best cities in the world for shopping. When I’d gotten over my initial shock, I’d done those cards justice, sending shipment after shipment of purchases back to the house. After seeing what I’d done to Andres’ home, several of the Los Zetas wives asked for my decorating and fashion advice, which, of course, I was happy to give. If I hadn’t married Andres and settled down as his wife, I do believe I could have become an interior decorator. 
 
    My mind whirls as I consider the possibilities in this humble home. How I might decorate it if given the opportunity. I frown and shake my head. No, I must not think that way. This isn’t my true home and it never will be. Although it has promise as a cute little vacation cottage if Andres will allow me to make some major changes. 
 
    “Luna!” 
 
    I jump as I hear him come through the door, shouting my name. I drop the cloth I was using to dust and hurry to meet him in the kitchen. I frown when I see the amount of groceries he’s carrying. 
 
    “You can start putting these away,” he tells me without looking up as he dumps them on the table. “I’ll get the rest and then start working on the electrical problem, see if I can get the lights working.” 
 
    My mouth goes dry and I stare after him as he shoves the door open. “The rest?” I say faintly. How long are we staying here? 
 
    I automatically reach for the nearest bag and pull it toward me. Tears fill my eyes as I start to empty the bags. It becomes quickly apparent what Andres has done. He’s bought enough food for an army. An army of one. A single person who loves strawberries, avocadoes, taco fixings, burritos, beef stew, beans, apple pie… all canned and frozen.  
 
    My breathing grows shallow and black dots swim across my vision as realization strikes. He intends to leave me here. Alone. I lift my eyes to meet his as he kicks the back door open. He stops in his tracks, his face reflecting my discovery. I can see the truth written there and I know I’m right. 
 
    “Luna…” he says, his voice pleading as my knees give out and I hit the floor. 
 
    I’m not trying to be dramatic, but I can’t seem to stay standing. I reach out and grab one of the table legs so I’m holding on to something as he drops whatever he was holding and rounds the table, reaching for me. “Don’t touch me!” I snap as his hands land on my shoulders. 
 
    He ignores me, pulling me away from the table and curving me against his chest. “Luna, baby, I’m sorry,” he says against my hair. 
 
    His words break me and I start crying. I don’t want to cry. I want to be angry at him. I want to stand up. I want to shout and throw groceries at him. Toss cans of beans and peas at his head while screaming how much I hate him; then he’ll say he’s sorry and we’ll have passionate make-up sex underneath the table. That’s what the old Luna would have done. But I don’t do that, because I know this scenario won’t end that way. Andres won’t take me home. Because he can’t. 
 
    I soak his T-shirt with my misery as I cry for my children. I hurl insults at him, tell him I hate him for what he’s doing, call him a monster for separating a mother from her children. Then I switch tactics and start begging. I lose all dignity and promise him anything and everything if he’ll just take me home. His arms tighten in sympathy but I know he won’t weaken. 
 
    “My babies!” I scream as I beat my fist against his shoulder. “You fucking bastard.”  
 
    I can feel his tears landing on my head and I know he’s hurting as badly as I am. We cry together until I run out of tears. I curl on the floor with Andres at my back, his arms firmly around me. I don’t want his touch right now but I’m too weak in heart and body to shove him away. For the first time in my life I think I understand the lure of drugs. I would do anything to feel numb. As my sobs turn to slight catches he speaks, tries to explain his plan to me. 
 
    “You betrayed me, Luna. And by betraying me, you betrayed the cartel,” he says, kissing the back of my neck. “This is an undeniable fact. I may forgive your action, I may understand why you did what you did, but it won’t ever go away. You can’t go back to your life the way it was. You should be dead right now.” A tiny sob escapes my throat before I can call it back. I tip my head into the floor pressing my cheek against the wood. He keeps touching me though I don’t want him to. “I can’t kill you and I won’t allow anyone else to do it. So I’ll do the next best thing. I’ll keep you here, hidden away, forever.” 
 
    “My babies…” I croak, my voice breaking. 
 
    “Dead to you,” he says, his hand tightening on my waist. “You made your choice knowing what would happen if you were caught.” 
 
    The tears begin to fall again, sliding steadily down my face, soaking the floor, though no sound escapes me now. The pain is so great I feel as though my heart will explode. “No,” I gasp. “I won’t do it. This is worse than death!” 
 
    He tangles his fingers in my hair and forces my head back. “You don’t have a choice, Luna. It’s this or death and I won’t fucking kill you.” 
 
    “Then I’ll kill myself!” I scream out jerking violently in his arms, trying to hit him. He refuses to let me up. “The second you leave me alone I’ll slash my wrists! I refuse to live here alone, without my children… without you.” 
 
    He holds me against him, his arm tight around my waist, his hand still in my hair. He speaks in my ear, trying to make me listen to sense, but I won’t hear it. “You’ll have me, when I can come out here, a few times a year,” he says, his voice aching with grief. “Just not the children.” 
 
    “No!” I scream, struggling, throwing an elbow into his stomach. I hear him grunt. “Fuck you! I swear Andres, if you leave me here I’ll kill myself the second you leave!” 
 
    He goes rigid beneath me and for a split second I believe that I’ve won, that he won’t leave me. That he’ll take me with him when he leaves, that he’ll think of a way to take me home to my family. Then he’s flipping me onto my stomach with him on my back. I screech in pain as he lands heavily on top of me, my ribcage slamming into the unyielding floor, the breath whooshing out of me. 
 
    “Andres!” I yell, choking on my own tears. 
 
    He grips my hair in a fist and yanks my head back while I try uselessly to crawl out from underneath him. He places his lips against the shell of my ear and growls, “You won’t hurt yourself if you have a child.” 
 
    I freeze as my brain scrambles to understand his meaning. Will he bring me my children? No, his family won’t allow it. Take me to them? But that doesn’t make sense, he said he won’t do that. Then he quickly follows his words with terrifying action, until I know exactly what he means. He tears my shirt from my body, heedless of the welts he raises on the skin of my shoulders. His anger is so great that his actions are both passionate and violently angry. 
 
    “No one fucking hurts you,” he shouts as he rises over my back. “Not you, not my men, no one but me.”  
 
    I yelp in shock as he yanks the little white shorts right off my hips without unbuttoning or unzipping them. My body jerks in reaction and I curl underneath him, breathless in anticipation, eyes wide in wonder. One moment I’m crying my face off with heartbreaking loss, the next I’m being mauled on the kitchen floor. Only moments ago I wanted a drug to numb my mind and body… well this is it. And I don’t have to do a thing. 
 
    I feel my bra snap as Andres tears the strap from my back, pulling it away from me. I cry out in reaction, but not in denial. If I could I think I would roll over and embrace him, take him in my arms, wrap my legs around him and beg him to fuck me. But he’s too heavy. He’s right on top of me, holding me down, pinning me to the floor, grunting his pain and anger in my ear as he shoves my legs apart with his rough jean clad thighs. I cry out as my tender skin drags across the floor, but I savour the sensations too. 
 
    “I’ll give you a child, Luna,” he says, dragging me to my knees.  
 
    Then I realize exactly what he means. He doesn’t mean my children. Not my Sola or my Cristo. He means a new child, a different child. And it’s a possibility, I haven’t taken my pill in two days, not since running from Cuba. I scream and cry out, try to lunge away from him, but he’s holding me too tight. I try to twist around, to strike out at him. I manage to hit him in the side of the head as he’s unbuckling his belt and readying himself. I drag my fingernails down his tattooed arm and am gratified to hear him swear viciously. He clamps the same arm tight around my middle, dragging me back against him until I can barely breath. 
 
    “I hate you!” I scream, hitting the floor with my fists. 
 
    “I know,” he grunts as he enters me, sending me soaring.  
 
    I cry out as I’m flooded with feelings; relief, pleasure, pain, terror, they all crash through me in a maelstrom of emotional and physical sensations. I’m bombarded, I’m wrecked. I can do nothing but hang on as Andres slams into me, violently, ruthlessly, relentlessly. Soon I’m sobbing as he takes me higher and higher. Instead of fighting I’m clinging to his arm like it’s a lifeline instead of a bind. Tears are coursing down my face, hitting the floor. My cries have turned to passion, his hoarse grunts mingling to fill the air. We’re in tune once more, though we’ve never been farther apart than in this moment. 
 
    I can feel him flaring wide within me, lighting up every pleasure centre with fire until I feel as though I’ll become an inferno. I widen my legs, inviting him to touch. He knows, understands my invitation. He reaches beneath me and rubs hard, flicks and then pinches my clit. I throw my head back and scream as he bites down on my shoulder, marking me. Incredible, unending, blissful pleasure rushes through me as he empties himself inside with each thrust. 
 
    We collapse together, him on top, pinning me to the floor once more, his hand tangles in my hair. His head is on top of mine and our breaths mingle together while we struggle to come down from that explosive high. Tears fill my eyes once more and my shoulders start to shake. I think he senses rather than sees my emotion. 
 
    “I’m sorry, baby,” he whispers against me. 
 
    He’s going to leave me here. 
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    Andres 
 
      
 
    I look down at my sleeping wife where her head rests next to my hip and take another sip of my tequila. I skipped the shot glass and poured myself a nice big tumbler after Luna cried herself to sleep. She refused to allow me to hold her, offer her comfort. Only after she fell asleep did I cover her with a blanket and sit next to her, smoothing my hand over her lush curves. She’s so exhausted she doesn’t even notice my touch as she slumbers. 
 
    I wish there was another way, but I know there isn’t. She’s too much of a loose cannon. She can’t be trusted. She’s fucked up too many times. If she does anything else stupid, does it around Charlie, Nic or the Los Zetas, her life really will be forfeit. Which means my life would be forfeit as well. Because this moment in our lives, this desperate snapshot, has taught me that Luna really is my anchor to this life. I am nothing without her. If she dies, then so do I.  
 
    I’ll go to my brother, tell him she betrayed me, stole my children, fucked me over and ran away with that pendejo, Pedro. It kills me to dirty her name like that, but I’ll have to make my family believe that I killed her. Believe that I was angry enough to destroy her. Won’t demand her body as proof. 
 
    I use my finger to swipe the hair away from her face. I want to see the gorgeous features that I fell in love with and stayed in love with over these past years. She is everything to me. She has held my heart in the palm of her small hand since the first moment she lifted those bottomless moon-filled eyes and looked into mine. She pierced me that day and every day after. Even the days we weren’t together, she was still in my heart, still stabbing away at me, reminding me that she was always there. I was never alone. 
 
    I can’t stand the thought that I’ll leave her here. Alone. She’ll hate it. Luna is a social creature. She’s bright, she’s fun, she’s everything that I never was until I met her. She made me so much more. And now I’m forced to let her go. Because she made the right decision. Because she wanted better for our children than the life of the cartel. And she failed. 
 
    I drain my tequila and stand, dropping the empty glass on the dresser. I pull my T-shirt over my head and toss it in the corner, then take the phone from my pocket and set the perimeter alarm before climbing in beside Luna and allowing exhaustion to claim me. I haven’t slept in days, maybe even weeks. Perhaps things will seem better tomorrow. After all, I still have my wife, she’ll live, even if she’s not happy. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    18 
 
      
 
    Luna 
 
      
 
    I wake up feeling warm, surrounded by the familiar scent of my husband. For a moment, just a single moment, I think we’re back home at The Site, our children just down the hall in their rooms, the nanny in hers, the cook about to prepare breakfast. As realization hits, a spike of pain pierces me and it’s everything I can do not to throw Andres’ arms from my body. I try to keep my breathing even so I don’t wake him up. 
 
    My mind is racing. He intends to keep me here, forever. He wants to take me away from our children. I understand why. Or at least I’m trying to, but it hurts so much. He thinks giving me a new child, one that his family doesn’t know about, will solve everything. I don’t want a secret child. I want Cristo and Sola. I want my babies. They fill my mind until they’re all I can think about; their sound, their smell, everything about them. I lay next to Andres obsessing about my babies until I become consumed by my thoughts. 
 
    I think hard, trying to figure out what to do. I’m not stupid, but sometimes I make bad decisions. That’s what got me into this mess. Think, Luna, think! How can you get your babies back without putting a bullet in your skull or getting yourself stranded in this fucking bullshit badly decorated, dusty cabin in God knows where? 
 
    Then it hits me. When he dropped the groceries, he also dropped the car keys. After he fucked me on the kitchen floor we both picked up the groceries, but I grabbed the keys and tossed them on the counter next to the coffee pot. At the time I was too numb, too emotionally drained to think anything of it.  
 
    My heart picks up as I turn my head on the pillow and look at my husband. His sharp features are clearly outlined by the moonlight filtering in through the window. For the first time in over a week I can feel the anger, fear and anxiety draining from me as I see my next course of action clearly outlined before me. It’ll probably end in my death, but seeing my babies one more time, holding them in my arms, kissing them, is worth my life. 
 
    I touch Andres, skimming my fingertips over his slumbering features. He doesn’t move, doesn’t sigh, nothing. I touch his mouth, his firm but gentle lips. They’ve given me so much pleasure, both in words and actions. I twist around and press my lips to his, hoping I won’t wake him. As I pull away my eyes fall to the angel stamped across his shoulder, her hands lifted in prayer. I send a quick thought her way, asking her for guidance, begging her to send me safely back to my children as I slip from the bed.  
 
    I don’t bother with a sweater or shoes… nothing. I wear only a long, thigh-length T-shirt and panties as I run swiftly through the house expecting him to wake up and come after me, grab hold of me and drag me back at any moment. Follow through on his threat to keep me here, impregnate me to keep from committing suicide, never let me see Sola and Cristo again. I slap a hand over my mouth to cover a sob as I make my way down the darkened hallway, clinging to the wall when I trip over the edge of the rug. 
 
    I nearly cry out as I slam into the kitchen table, bruising my hips against the wood. “Ay, dios mio!” I whisper savagely into the darkness, screwing my eyes shut against the pain. I suck in a breath and listen for movement in the hall indicating I’d woken Andres with my clumsiness.  
 
    When long seconds pass and I hear nothing, I feel my way around the table to the counter where I know I tossed the keys earlier. My heart leaps into my throat as I feel around. I’m forced to blink tears from my eyes as I squint, trying to see in the dim moonlight as I search. Fuck, I can’t find a damn thing! As I’m about to give up, decide that they aren’t here, my fingers land on them, right next to the sink. They must’ve been shuffled over somehow. Maybe when we were unpacking the last of the groceries.  
 
    I grab them and lurch toward the back door, my hand landing on the handle. The breath catches in my chest and I stop, my fingers freezing in the motion of pulling the handle. I bow my head, thoughts flying at lightning speed. I didn’t think I had any tears left but I was wrong, they splash down my face as I stand motionless until I’m driven to my knees. 
 
    I see everything in a flash of images, like a photo album, or a movie, playing through my head. My marriage, a hasty event, just me, Andres, one of his brothers and my mama. But I was so fucking happy. Because I knew I loved him, that I was going to love him forever. Then there’s Cristo… I tried to hang on, tried not to let anyone know how close I was to the birth. I knew Andres wanted to be there, but he was away on business. And then he wasn’t, then he was there, right there with me, by my side through the whole thing as I gave birth to our son.  
 
    Next our daughter. Sola was just as hard as Cristo. Fuck anyone that says the second child is easier. They’re wrong. Andres refused to leave me for that whole last month of my pregnancy, wouldn’t leave my side. Told his family and anyone that would listen to fuck off if they dared to talk to him while I was so close to birth. Every time she kicked he was rushing the doctor to me, convinced I was about to pop. When Sola finally came, he was on his knees by my bedside begging the good Lord to spare me the pain, then he was on his feet threatening my doctor if both me and the child didn’t come through the delivery okay. It was everything I could do to convince him to shut up, calm down and hold his newborn daughter once she finally came into the world. In her own time, like her mama. 
 
    And now we’re here, a broken family, not something I ever imagined a possibility. But I refuse to go out of this life without ever seeing my babies again. They came from my body, they belong to me. I will touch them once more… after that Andres and his family can decide what to do with me. I refuse to stay here, isolated, living a lonely life. Wondering, imagining, hoping, aching, for my loved ones. Impossible. 
 
    I stand up. I open the door. And I start running.  
 
    I had wondered if the house was wired, electronically monitored. I got my answer the moment I reach the car and unlock it, flinging the door open. 
 
    “Luna!” 
 
    My head jerks up as Andres hits the edge of the door frame, bellowing for me. He’s lurching, his mind still fragmented from sleep, but having been quickly wakened from some kind of alarm when I fled from the house. I know I don’t have much time. This is a man used to making snap decisions. A man that kills without blinking, with only seconds notice.  
 
    I leap into the car and slam the door shut behind me. I have enough presence of mind to hit the door locks, but I nearly freeze when I see him start running across the yard toward the car. I scramble to jam the key in the ignition but scream and drop them when I feel the car rock. I don’t look up, instead reaching down to grab the keys again. I think he hit the hood of the car with his fist and now he’s moving toward my window. I manage to fit the key back in the ignition and turn it despite my severely shaking hands. He tries my door just as the engine turns over. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fucking motherfucker,” I mumble. My dear departed mama would be appalled if she heard how badly my language has deteriorated this week. 
 
    “Luna!” he roars. “Open the door.” 
 
    I’m shaking, I’m panicking. I know that next he will try to shatter the window. I don’t know if he’ll succeed. My heart feels like it’s going to burst from my chest. I grab the gearshift and throw the car into drive, hitting the gas. Only I don’t put the car into drive. Somehow, I’ve put it in reverse. I rarely ever drive on my own and I’m too upset to slow down and check what I’m doing. When I hit the gas the car lurches backwards. I scream as my body is slammed back in the seat by the force. 
 
    “Luna, stop!” Andres shouts. 
 
    I barely look up at him, too frightened of what I’ll see on his face. He’ll kill me for sure after this stunt. Why do I make such stupid decisions all the time? Maybe I should’ve just stayed in the house, waited until morning and tried to argue him into taking me with him. I’ve had Andres wrapped around my finger for five years. I could have convinced him to take me with him. Now he’ll never relent. He’ll never trust me not to be impetuous and stupid. 
 
    “Idiota, Luna!” I growl at myself, slamming my foot on the brake. The car skids backward in the dirt, lurching and then tipping. I don’t know what’s happening. I finally look up. Andres is standing next to my window again. Except his face doesn’t reflect fury… he’s terrified. 
 
    “Luna…” I see his mouth form the word, but his voice doesn’t penetrate the window. I don’t understand. I don’t know why the car is still moving backwards even though my foot is no longer touching the pedals. I twist around in the seat to look behind me but I can’t see anything but darkness. 
 
    Yet the car is definitely tilting sharply. Then it hits me. The cliff. I’ve driven too close to the cliff and the car is starting to slide over. That’s why Andres stopped banging on the widow. He doesn’t want to accidentally push the car right over the edge. I frantically twist back around to look at him. I see despair written all over his face and I know the car is seconds from going over. 
 
    “Seatbelt!” he bellows. 
 
    His single word galvanizes me and I reach for the safety belt. But it’s too late. My fingers grab hold of the material, yank at it, just as the car tips wildly. I fling my head up to look at him, look at my husband one last time as I go over the edge. He opens his mouth, says something, maybe screams it, but I don’t hear over the rushing in my ears.  
 
    Then I’m flying, my body free floating inside the car as it falls through the air. I try to catch sight of Andres one more time, but the car has moved, maybe flipped over as it falls. I feel a second of jarring, bone-crushing pain. 
 
    “Andres…” I whisper, hoping he doesn’t do something stupid, like follow me into death. Our children need him. 
 
    I feel something wet touch my face and I wonder if the tide is still in. Then nothing but the comforting embrace of darkness. 
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    Andres 
 
      
 
    Buzz, buzz, buzz… 
 
    I wake up, instantly alert, my hand hitting the bed next to me. Fuck, she’s gone. I know exactly what’s happened, though I pray that we aren’t under attack, that Luna hasn’t been taken somehow. Impossible. No one knows about this place. She’s left, trying to get back to our children on her own. If she manages to get off the property she could easily be taken by an enemy if she makes a wrong move, if she’s detected in a place she shouldn’t be. All of us Decenas have targets on our backs. Luna knows this, but she’s desperate, exhausted, hurt. She might make a mistake. 
 
    And once she’s home, if she says the wrong thing to the wrong person, her life will be taken. She’s too emotional to think clearly, she needs me by her side, tempering her reactive nature. I should have tied her to the bed. Shouldn’t have slept so hard. Shouldn’t have had that tequila. I should have known she’d run the first moment she had a chance. Our children mean everything to her. 
 
    All this runs through my head in the split second it takes me to leap from the bed. I grab my phone, hitting stop on the perimeter alarm. I run for the door, hoping I have enough time to get to her. I silently promise that I’ll do whatever it takes to negotiate with my wife, to somehow make this situation more acceptable. Maybe when the children reach eighteen years I’ll explain everything, bring them to her. They can cry and reunite. She’ll hate this option, but it’s a sliver of hope in a bleak situation. 
 
    I fly down the hall and around the corner to the kitchen. I see the back door is open and sprint for it, glancing around for the car keys. My hopes are dashed though when I make it to the door, pausing to glare out into the yard. I can see her clearly in the moonlight, opening the car door and sliding into the driver’s seat.  
 
    “Luna!” I shout. 
 
    Her head pops up for just a second, but then she ignores me and slams the door shut. Even though I can’t hear the locks I know she’s smart enough to have engaged them the moment she closes the door. Fury rushes through my system as I start sprinting across the yard. She better fucking have locked that door, because once I get my hands on her I’m going to beat her into next week. After I convince her to get out of the car. Convince her to negotiate with me. 
 
    I can see her fumbling to get the key in the ignition, but her whole body is shaking. I don’t want her to be able to start the car, she’s in no shape to drive. I slam my fists on the car, hoping to scare her. She nearly jumps out of her skin and I see her mouth open in a shriek, or a sob. Grim satisfaction rolls through me as she reaches toward the floor where she must’ve dropped the keys.  
 
    I fling myself around the side of the car, reaching for the door frame. I’m going to have to shatter the window. Just as the thought runs through my head she starts the car, revving the engine. 
 
    “Motherfucker!” I snarl to myself, banging on the window, then louder, “Luna! Open the door! Don’t you dare drive away.” 
 
    My anger turns rapidly to icy horror when I see her fumbling with the gearshift. “No, baby, no,” I beg, banging louder on the window, trying to get her attention as I see her put the car in reverse. I glance toward the cliff, a grim shudder going through me as I see how close to the edge I parked the car. She has no fucking idea what she’s doing. “Fuck!” 
 
    The car lurches backward and I can do nothing but hang on and beg her to pay attention. “Luna, stop!” 
 
    She twists around, her wide eyes trying to figure out what’s happening. Then she does exactly the wrong thing, jamming her foot down on the brake too hard, sending the car into a skid in the loose dirt. The back tires catch for just a second and then the car starts to slide on its own, tipping. I can already tell by the angle that the fucker will go over in a matter of seconds. I leap away from the window not wanting to make it go any faster.  
 
    I stare at her, our eyes connecting. Hers are flooding with panic and, finally, understanding. “Luna… I’m so fucking sorry. For everything,” I say grimly, not loud enough for her to hear. And then my brain kicks into gear. I know I can’t get her out, but maybe I can make her a little safer, make it so she can somehow survive the disaster to come. “Seatbelt!” I yell. 
 
    My gorgeous girl reaches for it, but she’s too late. The car flies up, clipping me hard in the shoulder with the side mirror. I’m thrown to the ground as it goes over the edge. I crawl to the cliff and watch in disbelief as the car flips upside down and lands with a splash on the surf below.  
 
    “Luna!” I yell, tears stinging my eyes. 
 
    I don’t wait, I don’t try to find an easier, less steep path down. I start climbing. I realize quickly that my shoulder is so badly bruised it’s nearly useless. I’m forced to cling to the cliff, slide and grab with my one good arm. I grunt in pain as I jar my shoulder. I don’t dare look down. I don’t know how high the tide is. What if the car is sinking? What if it’s already under? What if she’s drowning or drowns before I can get to her? What if she died in the impact? I know the odds aren’t good that I’ll find her alive. It’s at least a thirty-foot drop. 
 
    As I near the last ten feet I finally glance over my shoulder. I can see the car. It’s either floating or the tide isn’t very high. Either way, I take a risk and let go of the cliff face, jumping into the murky water below. At first I’m enveloped by cool water, embraced, then I hit the sand as my legs reach the bottom. I’m jarred, but not injured. I surface quickly and realize I can stand. The water is only chest deep for me when the waves hit and knee deep as the tide goes out. 
 
    I turn and make my way quickly to the car, terror filling my heart with each sodden step. The car seems to have landed upside down on some rocks, the back tilted up. I take a deep, gulping breath and drop to my knees in front of the windshield, which still faces the cliffs, where it’s most protected from the oncoming waves. I crawl underneath, swiping water from my face and I squint into the interior of the car, my hand on the glass. At first I can’t see her, then, as the waves recede once more, I see her. 
 
    “Luna,” I whisper, feeling my heart shatter. She’s laying on the ceiling of the car in a pool of water, her hair floating around her. Her arms and legs are thrown in every direction and her head is tilted back. She isn’t moving. 
 
    I hit the windshield with my closed fist as hard as I can. It vibrates beneath the pressure but doesn’t break. I know if I hammer it hard enough I will break it, but I’ll risk breaking my hand as well and with a bruised shoulder I’m already in rough shape for carrying Luna out if she’s still alive.  
 
    It damn near kills me to leave her alone in there, for even a second, but I need to think smart. I leap away from the front of the car and head to the base of the cliff dropping to my knees. The water is relatively warm as it hits my bare back. My jeans are completely soaked now and stuck to my thighs and waist. I search until I find what a need, a decent sized rock. 
 
    I carry it back to the car, and though I don’t want to lose sight of my girl, I know I won’t have enough leverage to smash the windshield where the car lays. I carry the rock around the side, lift it over my head and shatter the passenger side window. It only takes one hit for the entire thing to shatter into pieces and fall. I drop the rock and clear the glass. 
 
    Without pausing, I crawl through the open window, ignoring the scream of pain in my injured shoulder. The second I’m through I reach for her. I stop though, my hand hovering over her still face. I don’t want to hurt her more by being careless, by moving her when I shouldn’t. But I can’t fucking leave her here either.  
 
    “Luna, baby,” I whisper brokenly, finally dropping my hand to her cheek and touching her. 
 
    She feels warm. I close my eyes for a second and then drop my fingers to her throat. I’m swamped by fear, but I know I have to find out if she’s alive. I nearly weep from relief when I feel the steady beat of her pulse against my rough fingertips. Never in my life has it been more important for me to feel the lifeblood of another human being rushing beneath my touch.  
 
    Next, I lean over her, placing my head above hers, my ear over her lips. I hold my breath as I wait to feel hers. I can feel my heartbeat pounding against the wall of my chest as the seconds tick by. At first, I fear that she isn’t breathing. That I’m too late, that I made a mistake and she’s dead. But then I feel the delicate rush of her breath against my throat, familiar and warm. She’s alive. I know I shouldn’t move her without checking her limbs for further damage, but I’m overwhelmed by emotion. I gather her in my arms and hold her against me, thanking God that she survived the fall. 
 
    “Okay, baby, we have to move,” I say against her head. She doesn’t respond, not that I expect her to. I finally do the smart thing and check her limbs for damage. I don’t see any obvious breaks besides her slightly swollen wrist, which I’m pretty sure was already broken from our time in the shower. I’ll save my guilt for later. For now I need to get us out of the car before it turns into a watery grave. I can’t be sure if the tide is on its way in or out or that the car won’t shift and sink beneath the surf. Anything could happen to turn our situation even more perilous. 
 
    I pull Luna as gently as I can through the broken window, careful to protect her from the edge of the windowsill. A small moan escapes her lips as she falls into me, her legs dangling over my arms, her bare feet touching the waves beneath us. I stare down at her, watching for any hint or flicker of life, but she remains unconscious.  
 
    I look up at the cliffs, judging the best place to carry her up. I don’t know what kind of damage she’s taken, why she’s unconscious. I don’t want to risk throwing her over my shoulder and scaling the sheer face in case I do even worse damage to her head. I walk through the water as quickly as I can until I reach a part of the cliffs that are less steep and start climbing. I do my best not to jar Luna as I carry her, but the going is tough and I’m trying to move quickly. 
 
    As soon as we reach the top, I lay her out on the ground and check her out again, this time going over her more carefully. I feel her head and realize that she has a sizeable bump on the back. I pray there’s no brain damage, that she’ll wake up from this healthy and whole. As I run my hands over her body I think maybe there’s some damage to her ribs as well, but I’m no doctor so I can’t say for sure. I’m usually the one doing the breaking, not trying to fix it. 
 
    Hands shaking, I reach into my pocket and pull my phone out. Thankfully it’s in a protective waterproof case. I dial the local Spanish emergency number and wait for someone to pick up. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    Luna is in a coma for five days. The first two are from the knock she took to the head, the last three are medically induced, to give her swollen brain time to recover. This morning the doctor took her off the meds that were meant to keep her under. She’s now on some serious painkillers for the cracked ribs, broken arm and twisted ankle.  
 
    I am beside her, waiting for her to wake up. I snap at a nurse as she speaks too loud, touches Luna too impersonally, telling her to leave the room after she checks the intravenous drip. I want to tear all the shit from my wife and walk away from the hospital with her cradled safe in my arms. I hate being surrounded by unknowns where we can be picked off, easy targets. 
 
    My family has already stepped in with the local law enforcement, smoothed things over for the most part. I didn’t have much explaining to do. As far as the cops are concerned Luna was in a car wreck trying to run out for ice cream at 3:00am when she accidentally put the car in reverse. Luckily, the noise of the car crash woke me up and I was able to climb down the cliffs to rescue her. They didn’t question anything, simply writing the accident off as a wealthy woman with very little driving experience. 
 
    Luna’s doctor raised some concerns. He saw the finger marks around her throat, guessed that some of her injuries hadn’t come from the car wreck. He hadn’t wanted me in the room with her, but I wouldn’t be moved. I coldly informed him that we are on a second honeymoon and enjoy certain types of sex. My tone of voice did not invite further questions. And in the end, my power and family spoke louder than his desires.  
 
    Soon my brother will arrive. He intends to stay until Luna wakes. Or… if she doesn’t. He wants to be here whatever comes, supporting us. I need to talk to her, try to get through to her before he arrives. I pray that she can hear me. Somehow, I have to believe that she can.  
 
    I take her hand in mine and squeeze her fingers, stroking the skin of her arm with my other hand. I imagine that I feel her fingers twitch in my hold, tickling my palm softly. I lean close and whisper in her ear, “Luna, mi amor, you must listen to me. Your life depends on this. We took the children to Havana for vacation but decided to send them back home to Mexico with their nanny. Then you and I came here to Spain for a second honeymoon….”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    20 
 
      
 
    Luna 
 
      
 
    I can hear something beeping and it annoys me. I hear voices talking in hushed tones, then a man’s voice raised in anger. I hear sneakers squeaking on the floor. Cool hands touch my arm, poke and prod me. These things all annoy me. I’m pretty sure death shouldn’t be so fucking annoying. The beeping, the hushed voices, everything, they all suck balls. 
 
    I want to say something. Open my mouth and tell them all to fuck off. To bring me my sun chair and margarita. I earned some tasty booze, I earned heaven. I tried to be a good mother and wife. I tried to be the best! Maybe I was a failure, but it wasn’t for lack of trying. I died trying to be the best I could be. I earned better than this annoying bullshit, whatever this is. 
 
    It takes me a few hours… or maybe a few days, I’m really not sure since I can’t seem to open either my mouth or my eyes, to figure out that this isn’t heaven. Thank God! I’m probably not even dead. Death shouldn’t suck this much. Awareness comes to me in flashes, sometimes vague and floaty, sometimes sharp and painful. Like broken movie clips. 
 
    I finally realize that I’m in a hospital. Which makes perfect sense. That means I didn’t die at the bottom of that cliff. Somehow, I was rescued from the wreckage of the car. I hope I’m not too disfigured. I laugh internally, because I still don’t seem to have control of my body. I know it’s a shallow thought, but I really don’t want to be ugly. I don’t have many skills. I’m vivacious and pretty, that’s what I’m known for. 
 
    But then… I realize, Andres will love me no matter what I look like. He’s not shallow. He’s amazing and incredible. I wonder what kind of drugs I’m on. Morphine maybe?  
 
    The only thing that doesn’t annoy me in all this floaty bullshit is a scent, a smell underneath the sharp sterile hospital scent that overrides everything. It’s comforting, it’s Andres. He’s always there with me, floating through this awful nightmare. He never leaves. Sometimes he’s touching me, holding my left hand. Sometimes he’s just nearby, snoring softly. For a long time, perhaps days, he doesn’t say anything.  
 
    Just when I think he’s so angry that he’s stopped speaking to me, he picks up my left hand again and he squeezes it. I try to squeeze back, try to tell him I can feel him, that I’m here with him, but I’m too exhausted to make my fingers work. He’ll just have to trust that I know he’s there. I smile internally when he leans close, his scent rushing over my face. I can feel his lips brushing my ear as he speaks. 
 
    He says, “Luna, mi amor, you must listen to me. Your life depends on this. We took the children to Havana for vacation but decided to send them back home to Mexico with their nanny. Then you and I came here to Spain for a second honeymoon. You were restless, couldn’t sleep and wanted a midnight snack. You decided to leave, even though you should’ve known better. You accidentally put the car in reverse and you don’t remember anything after that. This accident happened because you sometimes make stupid, impetuous decisions.” I hear his voice catch and he stops speaking for a moment. His hand tightens on mine until the pressure is almost too much, but I don’t think he realizes. His voice is deep and firm when he speaks again. “You were badly hurt, baby. These bad decisions, they have led us to this moment. I will take steps to ensure this doesn’t happen again, that I have your compliance, but you will have to help us both by being a good girl, by being the best. You must never step out of line again. All of your free passes have been used up. You understand?” 
 
    Yes, I understand. He can’t protect me forever. If he’s not around to step in for me again, then someone else might. His family, the Los Zetas, someone else less forgiving than the man who’s hopelessly, irrevocably in love with me. 
 
    I know that now is the time to connect, to reach for him, so I gather as much strength as I can and I open my eyes. At first, I can see nothing except streaks of bright lights stabbing my fragile vision. For one horrible moment I think I am dead and I got it all wrong, but then I blink a few times and squint my eyes. Gradually things come into focus. I can see a TV in the corner of the room, a table, a door. I look to the side and I see my husband bent over my arm, his forehead touching the back of my hand, as though he’s praying over me.  
 
    “Andres,” I whisper. 
 
    His head snaps up so fast I nearly get dizzy with the movement and if I had enough energy I would smile at the look of disbelief and delight mixed on his face. Relief slides through me as his eyes fill with tears of emotion. He’s happy that I’m awake. 
 
    There are so many things I want to tell him, that I love him, that I need him, that I’ll never betray him again, but I don’t have the strength. And I suspect I don’t have enough time. His family will arrive soon. Instead I try to tell him this wealth of information in just two words when I whisper, “I understand.” 
 
    He studies my face for long moments. I don’t know exactly what he sees. I try not to think about what a mess I must be. Finally, he leans over, smooths the hair off my forehead and kisses me. As I drift back to sleep, a feeling of peace settles over me. Nothing has changed. My husband is still cartel, I am married to cartel and one day our son will become cartel, our daughter will marry into cartel. But all of this…? Is it out of my control. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Six months later 
 
      
 
    Andres 
 
      
 
    “Mama!” Cristo and Sola throw themselves into Luna’s arms as she hits her knees in the dirt outside our home at The Site, heedless of the damage she’s doing to her silk trousers. I think she said they were Valentino or something. I don’t usually pay attention to the brands unless they’re sexy enough that I want her to do a little extra shopping. 
 
    I chuckle as she lands kisses all over their faces, tries to answer the questions they’re peppering her with while pulling gifts from the bags she’s carrying. I know they will notice me in a few minutes once they get over their initial mama obsession. Though we passed off that late night mad dash Miami boat ride as a vacation, the children know better. They felt the tension, the fear. They remember Luna’s tears, her cries as they were being hauled away. Cristo is particularly protective of Luna now. He watches her like a hawk and becomes grumpy when she needs to leave for more than a day. He was unbearable the days leading up to this recent vacation when he learned that they wouldn’t be accompanying us. 
 
    Luna and I went on a real second honeymoon. She decided she wanted to go back to that house in Spain. I didn’t understand why, thought it would have too many traumatic memories. Thought if we were going to do anything we should burn the place to the ground and then spend the rest of our trip in Mallorca. Instead she’d decorated the damn place, purchasing ridiculous amounts of furnishings online and having them shipped overnight. My wife proved that if you throw enough money around you can have anything shipped anywhere in a truly impressive short period of time. 
 
    Once she redecorated the house in Spain it looked completely different. Even the land felt less barren after I’d walked it daily with Luna at my side. She would chatter incessantly in her sexy, slightly husky voice about ridiculous, unnecessary things while I fell a little more in love with her. This was the first time since her accident that I felt like I had my beautiful girl back. True to her word, after we’d returned to Mexico, after her stay in the hospital, she’d become a model wife and mother. She didn’t put a single toe out of line. To my eyes she became so subdued that my heart ached for the old Luna, the woman with moonshine in her eyes and mischief in her smile. I don’t think the difference was detectable to anyone but me though. It was a relief to get her alone in Spain, where we could be ourselves once more. 
 
    My ulterior motive in taking Luna away from The Site was to have her outfitted with a tracking device by a doctor known only to me. Of course, there’s always a chance that word could get back to my family. If this happens we’ll tell them I was worried over her safety, that I want to know where she is at all times in case she’s ever grabbed. Unfortunately, in our line of business we have enemies, and Luna does enjoy her shopping trips and vacations. But in reality, I will now be able to track her every movement. I will know the moment she’s in a place she’s not supposed to be.  
 
    I remember explaining the procedure to her. I flew the doctor into a private clinic in Spain where he met us. I thought she would finally crack, finally lose her temper with the restrictions I have piled on since our time in Spain, since her flight with the children. But she didn’t say a single word. 
 
    She simply sat silently through the procedure, her eyes dimming a little more. I could read her thoughts, feel her hopelessness for the future. Later, when we got back to the house there was an edge of desperation to her. I could feel her need to be alone, sink into her grief, but I wouldn’t allow it. She belongs to me, even her despair is mine. She resisted when I pulled her into my arms, turning her face away from me, pushing her hands against my chest. 
 
    I gripped her chin and forced her to look at me. Her dark eyes glittered with defiance and I grinned savagely down at her. This is the woman I want, the passionate, vivacious Luna that I fell in love with the moment I saw her. Even if I can’t have her all the time any more.  
 
    “Do you love me, Luna?” I demanded. There could be only one answer to my question, we both know it. Still, when she hesitated I tightened my hold until I knew it hurt, knew her excitement was increasing with mine. Since our explosive time here our sexual encounters have grown darker, edgier. 
 
    “Sí,” she finally snapped, her face reflecting her rising passion and anger. She reached up and grabbed my cheeks, dragging my head down to hers. Against my lips, she whispered, “You are my everything, Andres.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    I walk through Maksim's strip club like a ghost, under streaming red lights that flash in tune with the pounding music. The air smells potent with sweaty bodies and cheap perfume, a mixture of men and women.  
 
    Just how my master likes it. 
 
    Everything I see moves through my mind's eye in slow motion, my brain carefully and collectively scanning for danger. There isn't much out of the ordinary going on tonight. A few regulars line the stage in the center of the club, all unaware of my presence.  
 
    I know why.   
 
    They're too focused on the strippers, beautiful European girls leisurely peeling off their clothes. I'm wearing the usual: black sports trousers, trainers, and a thin black leather jacket over a long-sleeved sweater. Not exactly arousing attire but this is how I like it, being under the radar. 
 
    The strippers are the only people who do notice my presence. As I pass the stage, they each scowl with obvious loathing. I understand their loathing. I'm the only girl in Maksim's inner circle, and this lot—the strippers—hate it. They wonder why. They've always wondered why. 
 
    No danger here.  
 
    “Is Cэp Maksim back there?” I ask a member of security in Russian, gesturing at the door he's standing in front of like The Great Wall of Man. 
 
    “Yes,” he says in Russian, pale eyes empty of emotion. “He's been waiting for you.”  
 
    I nod, aware I'm an hour late. I'm never usually late as I know poor punctuality results in a good bloody hiding. But my phone was on silent by accident, so I didn't hear Maksim’s text message.  
 
    The security guy pushes open the heavy door and stands aside. I saunter down the red hall, turn left, and knock on Maksim's office door three times. The knocks echo, carrying over the music booming through the walls.  
 
    “Come in, My Little Pet,” Maksim says through the intercom system in his thick Russian drawl, making me shiver with awareness.  
 
    His voice brings my entire body to attention.  
 
    Pushing with both palms, I force the door to creak open and go inside.  
 
    Maksim isn't alone.  
 
    I don't react—I never react to surprises. I briefly look to see who is accompanying my master, and though it's quite dark in here, I'm very aware of the powerful blue eyes watching me from the leather couch by the left wall; eyes that seem to be all over my body at once.  
 
    Sharp little hairs race down my arms and legs.  
 
    I haven't seen him before.  
 
    The notion that he's a stranger puts me on guard because Maksim rarely allows strange faces in his circle—let alone in his office.  
 
    I stop before the wide desk and fold my hands behind my back, feeling sheathed in darkness. Maksim only has the desk lamp on and that isn't exactly bright. It just about illuminates his diamond-shaped, iron face.  
 
    “You are late, My. Little. Pet,” he says each word with significant and singular meaning, speaking in Russian. 
 
    My blood runs cold when he's like this, mulling over something other than business. Today, it seems it's my timekeeping.  
 
    I keep focus, my gaze level and on him slouching back in his chair. He's a striking man with steady, expressionless golden eyes, and shoulder-length dark brown hair that smells like brut from the candles he burns. I remember the scent well.  
 
    I remember the feeling of his hair on my face when he cuddles me after a beating.  
 
    “My phone was accidentally on silent,” I say, and my voice is low, as per usual. “I’m sorry, Cэp Maksim.” I offer him a little head-bow of respect. 
 
    Leaning forward and resting his elbows on the desk, he entwines his fingers together, holding my gaze with soul consuming eyes. “No more keeping your phone on silent, Blaire.” 
 
    I flinch subconsciously, stepping back. He only calls me by my given name when I've done something wrong, and that usually means trouble for me is brewing.  
 
    Maksim cocks a brow at me. “You got that?”  
 
    I nod, taking his warning seriously. I might be in his inner circle, but it takes just one bullet to remove me. 
 
    “What have you been doing for the past few days?” he asks in Russian, his tone husky and utterly terrifying. 
 
    “Nothing much,” I whisper in our language, squeezing my hands together on the low of my back. “I've been training, of course, went to the salon yesterday, and I went out to a club last night.” 
 
    “Yes”—he tips his head—“my men saw you driving through the countryside. Did you have fun?” 
 
    I shake my head, being honest. “I was just getting out of the apartment, Cэp Maksim.” 
 
    “Of course, My Little Pet. Of course. Though, next time you want to visit a club, you come here.” He taps his desk with one finger. “You do not have to travel to strange places to have fun.”  
 
    This is a shame. I like visiting strange places when I’m alone, since everything in my life is a consistent bloodbath with the people and the work I execute. Sometimes, I just like a change of scenery.  
 
    I guess, at his command, I don't like visiting strange places anymore.  
 
    “Okay.” I lift my lips in a forced, wary smile. “As you wish.” 
 
    Maksim acknowledges my obedience with a returned smile. Then he gestures to the right, to the man sitting on the couch, and I know the conversation about my last two days is over.  
 
    “My Little Pet,” he's speaking in English now, “meet my old friend, Mr. Decena.” 
 
    Old friend?  
 
    It takes a lot of effort not to frown.  
 
    I've been with Maksim for ten years, and I've never seen or heard of a Mr. Decena.  
 
    I look at Maksim's friend with my face blank of sentiment. Above him, a long tube light attached to the wall flickers on, buzzing with electricity, illuminating a tall, muscular frame.  
 
    “No matter what happens here tonight,” Maksim says in sly Russian, “you are ordered not to challenge him.” 
 
    The back of my neck pricks.  
 
    Maksim never orders me to stand down.  
 
    Though nervous, I obey without question, nodding to show I understand his command. I then study Mr. Decena, surprised by how relaxed he is in his pose, sitting there in the middle of the couch with one arm draped over the back, long legs stretched out in front of him.  
 
    This is bizarre. No one is ever that relaxed in Maksim's company.  
 
    I reckon Mr. Decena is in his late twenties. He looks young, wearing fitted jeans, tanned boots, and a black round-neck t-shirt that boasts solid muscles. He's nothing at all like my master who favors suits, but Maksim has a tall, athletic body for them. They are wearing similar watches on their left wrists with thick silver straps, but that's where their similarities end. 
 
    “Mr. Decena would like to ask you some questions,” Maksim says. 
 
    I nod in response, still studying the relaxed pawn. Unruly, ink black hair curls around his neck and face, abating a strong, square, clean-shaven jawline, and a blade of a nose. His black eyebrows are thick and long, framing prevailing blue eyes that stand against his naturally tan skin. He's a good looking man, and judging by that lazy, narcissistic expression on his face, he’s aware of it. He fancies himself. 
 
    He stares me up and down with slow meditation, taking in all my features from head to toe, and I'm suddenly so uncomfortable that my stomach knots.  
 
    I can't really explain why, but he makes me feel naked to the bone.  
 
    I shift on my feet, trying to iron out my anxiety. That’s when a smirk lifts the side of Mr. Decena's lips; a mischievous smirk full of promise.  
 
    “What do I call you, Señorita?” he asks, his voice deep yet calm. He's American but there's a sprinkle of Latin in his accent. “My Little Pet, or Blaire?” 
 
    Maksim nods to tell me I can answer.  
 
    “Blaire,” I say.  
 
    There's a split second of silence before Mr. Decena tells me, “All right, you can call me Charlie.” 
 
    Maksim's eyebrows shoot up, but he doesn't say anything.  
 
    Another period of silence follows, then Charlie rasps out my name, drumming his fingers against the back of the couch. “Blaire, as in, field of battle?” 
 
    I scrunch up my face, unable to stop myself. What's he talking about? 
 
    Maksim chuckles under his breath like he's confirming something. 
 
    “You never mentioned how bonita she is,” Charlie says softly, causing me to straighten out my features. “Nor did you mention that lovely, whispery voice.”  
 
    “Ohhh, my friend”—Maksim smiles cunningly at me, his golden eyes crinkling in the corners—“don't take it personally. I do not boast of her to anyone.”  
 
    “Why not? She's a nice looking girl.” Charlie’s voice lowers as he says in Spanish, “Siempre me he preguntado acerca de los pelirrojos.” I’ve always wondered about redheads.  
 
    I swallow, hoping I'm not visibly sweating under the pressure of these two.  
 
    “I wouldn't want you excited to see her,” Maksim says, “for she is mine and mine alone.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Charlie hums, staring right at me with brazen audacity. I get the feeling he isn't a pawn in Maksim's game. He's too confident. “She sounds kinda Russian,” he says after a while, still tapping his fingers against the couch. “Where's she from?” 
 
    “She's not Russian,” Maksim says, and I see that he shakes his head at Charlie.  
 
    Charlie nods once, understanding the gesture. “How old are you, Blaire?”  
 
    I look at Maksim. He nods.  
 
    “Eighteen.” 
 
    Raising his eyebrows, Charlie seems stunned. I'm not sure why.  
 
    “What do you do, exactly?” he asks. “I've heard various stories.” 
 
    Maksim gives me the go ahead, so I say, “I deal in technology.” 
 
    “She's also on my security detail,” Maksim adds.  
 
    “This small girl is part of your security?” Charlie stops tapping the back of the couch, his eyes taut with confusion. A crease forms between his eyebrows, and it makes him look evil.  
 
    “She is.” Maksim smiles up at me again, knowingly proud. “She is a beauty in battle. Trained to defend me on instinct unless I say otherwise.”  
 
    That’s true. I am trained to defend him however I can. Though, I wouldn't just say I'm trained. I'd say I'm more conditioned. My brain works to please and protect my master without me actually having to think. I used to find it disturbing. Now, I'm used to it.   
 
    Charlie doesn't believe Maksim—it's written all over his face—but that's good. This is Maksim's trick with me. I have always been the element of surprise for his enemies.  
 
    “And your parents?” Charlie says, still frowning at me. 
 
    I don't show my confusion to that question. I just look at him. 
 
    “Erm, Charlie—”  
 
    “I'm not talking to you, am I?” Charlie cuts Maksim off dead.  
 
    My heart drops like a boulder.  
 
    “Don't you understand me, girl?” Charlie says. “Where are your parents? I won't repeat myself again.”  
 
    I don’t know how to respond, so I keep my mouth shut. But Maksim thumps the desk, snapping, “Answer him, Blaire.”  
 
    I cringe as he uses my name, muttering, “I only have Cэp Maksim.”  
 
    Silence. 
 
    Charlie's glancing between us, an air of frustration on his face. “Where are her parents?” he demands to know, leveling his attention on Maksim. “Dead? Did they sell her to you? Where are they?” 
 
    My eyes flitter between them, and I'm beyond confused. I don't get why he's being so ascetic all of a sudden, or why he'd want to know if I have parents. What does that matter? 
 
    Maksim manages to give Charlie another curt head-shake, which Charlie also understands.  
 
    The next questions are sharp and snappy, like the tension that's now in the room. Charlie states my address in London, and asks, “Is that where you live?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    I nod again, keeping it brief. 
 
    “Is the apartment yours?” He raises his eyebrows at me, making his blue eyes seem wider.  
 
    I nod a third time.  
 
    “And you drove here tonight on your own?” He gestures at the office door with a large, steady hand. “You have your own car?” 
 
    What kind of a question is that? What's it to him if I live alone or if I own my own car? 
 
    “Yes, the car is hers,” Maksim answers for me, though he doesn't gain Charlie's attention. He is still looking at me.  
 
    “I have her on the payroll,” Maksim explains. “She's not a prisoner like the rest.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Charlie sounds like he's stuck in thought, while his eyes flicker all over my deadpan face. “So, you trust her completely?” he breaks eye contact with me to focus on Maksim. “Because if you have any doubts...I can't risk having sloppy workers on the job.”  
 
    Maksim doesn't hesitate. He says a powerful, “With my life,” then it's quiet again.  
 
    Why do I feel like I'm being interviewed for something?  
 
    “Okay,” says Charlie eventually, nodding to himself. He then summons my attention by rasping out my name. “Maksim tells me you can hack into any computer system, no hay problema?” 
 
    Bingo. He is interviewing me. 
 
    “You can answer him,” Maksim says. So I nod, my hands still firmly folded behind my back.  
 
    “How can you do that?” asks Charlie. 
 
    “My friend,” Maksim butts-in, clearing his throat, “the details are better left unsaid. Just know that My Little Pet is masterful at—”  
 
    “I'll decide what details are better left unsaid,” Charlie says. Sitting forward, he puts his elbows on his knees and narrows his blue eyes at Maksim. “I'll consider pardoning things that might make this girl feel uncomfortable, but you'll tell me the finer details.” His square jaw ticks, though when he stares up at me, that anger in his face vanishes. “How can you do that, Blaire?” 
 
    “I spent three years in a room with books, codes, and computers,” I say without thinking, and bizarrely without Maksim's permission. “I taught myself the things I know.”  
 
    Charlie gives Maksim a baffled look, wrinkling his nose. “She actually thinks she became a hacker in three years?”  
 
    No one answers him, and he runs a hand through his thick black hair, ruffling the strands at the back of his neck. “C'mon, don't try to take the piss outa me.” 
 
    Maksim's face tightens with what almost looks like...fear? No. Can't be. He shakes his head at Charlie again.  
 
    “All right.” Charlie lifts a hand, understanding Maksim's expression.  
 
    Is he hiding something from me? Why won't he just tell Charlie that he bought me from a man in Russia, or insist it's none of his business? 
 
    Digging into his jeans back pocket, Charlie pulls out a piece of paper and proffers it to me between scissored fingers. I glance at Maksim. He signals for me to take the paper, so I reach for it. I briefly touch Charlie's fingers in the process and a warm, tingly sensation spreads through my body, causing me to snatch back my hand—and without the paper. Our eyes meet in a moment of dead quietness, with his glowing like he knows what I just felt. 
 
    Everything around me becomes nonexistent. Even Maksim fades into the background. And I just look at this man who's invading our personal space with pure perplexity. He doesn't look away or blink, just stares right through my fucking soul.  
 
    A pool of anxiety coils inside me, making my toes curl in my trainers. 
 
    I have a dark feeling he's going to turn the world as I know it upside down.  
 
    “It's the latest in technology for a certain CCTV system,” he says softly, insisting I take the paper from him. “Here you go.” 
 
    To break whatever the fuck this is, I pinch the paper out of his fingers and scan the notes written down, mentally willing my heart rate to calm.  
 
    It's the details for London's closed-circuit television system.  
 
    “Can you shut that down for fifteen minutes?” Charlie asks, his voice still unexplainably soft. 
 
    I've entered this system a few times before, as Maksim likes to know that he can control a city if trouble breaks out.  
 
    “Can you shut it down, My Little Pet?” Maksim says.  
 
    “I can shut this down for four, maybe five minutes before I get locked out.” I lean over to give Charlie back the piece of paper, avoiding his touch—and his eyes. I have the contents of the note now stored in my memory.  
 
    Charlie shakes his head, screwing up the paper in a large hand before tossing it across the office. “I need fifteen minutes.” He exercises his eyes on Maksim, who seems a little uncomfortable, pulling open the top buttons of his shirt. “You said the redhead could get me fifteen minutes. I. Need. My. Fifteen. Minutes.” 
 
    His tone makes my hackles come up hard, and my protective instincts kick in. I step closer to Maksim's desk, zoning into myself.  
 
    I have to protect Maksim.  
 
    I have to ensure nothing happens to him.  
 
    Maksim is all that matters. 
 
    And above all, no one talks to my master with such contempt. No one.  
 
    I center my attention on the enemy. He’s glaring at Maksim with his nostrils flaring, unbothered by my change in persona.  
 
    “Can you do it, My Little Pet?” Maksim says in a rush of words, visibly nervous with deep swallows. “Can you get the fifteen minutes?”  
 
    “I'll need a few weeks,” I whisper. I actually need more than a few weeks, but I'll tell Maksim that over the phone. At least this way, if he gets mad at me, I have time to mentally prepare.  
 
    Mad Maksim doesn't bode well for my ass.  
 
    Charlie nods. Then Maksim tells me two weeks is fine, that there is no room for error. “Don't run over schedule, My Little Pet. You know what will happen if you do.” 
 
    “I won't,” I say, as I do know what will happen all too well.  
 
    Just as quickly as it bloomed, the tension in the room vanishes, though I stay by Maksim’s desk to ensure his safety.  
 
    Charlie pulls another piece of paper from his jeans back pocket. “For Maksim. Please, give it to him.” 
 
    Maksim gives me the okay, so I take it from Charlie and put it on the desk.  
 
    “That's a Dark Web link. Don't lose it.” Charlie gestures out. “To contact me, the password is Guzmán Decena.” He follows with saying out each letter of the password like we're fucking dyslexic or something. “Keep me updated regarding Blaire and the job, comprender? You can e-mail me any time, and I'll get back to you within the hour.”  
 
    Regarding Blaire and the job? Why would he need to be updated about me?  
 
    “Of course, my friend.” Maksim touches his chest in a deceivingly composed approach. “Of course.”  
 
    I feel Charlie is looking at me again, and my anxiety spikes when he asks, “Will Blaire be attending Rumo's poker game next weekend?”  
 
    A few seconds of edgy silence pass through us. Then Maksim says, “She will be.” He smiles at me with an agenda, excitement gleaming in his eyes. “I might even put on a little show for you.”  
 
    Charlie doesn't understand, so Maksim explains that he sometimes has me fight for entertainment. “Like I said a moment ago, she's a beauty in battle.” 
 
    Chills run down my spine because I know what's going to happen. I know who he'll make me fight.  
 
    “You will come to the poker game, won't you, Charlie? You will come watch her fight?” 
 
    “Ohhh, I wouldn't miss it.”  
 
    My stomach twists.  
 
    “Good. Very good, my friend.”  
 
    While I stand here staring ahead impassively as not to draw attention to the fact that I'm sweating bullets, they start chatting about what's been going on in London over the past six years, which isn't much short of sex, crime, and murder. Charlie doesn't sound impressed as Maksim blathers on about his power in Western Europe. Seeming to have heard enough, he cuts Maksim off mid-sentence to say he needs to go. “Time’s getting on.” 
 
    That’s when Maksim focuses on me. “Do you have any questions before you go, My Little Pet? Is there anything you need?” 
 
    “No,” I whisper, devoid of emotion. 
 
    “I guess we're all done here then.” He reaches over to shake hands with Charlie, making his chair creak under his weight. “It's good to see you again, my friend.” 
 
    Nodding once, Charlie stands and fixes the hem of his t-shirt over his jeans. He's really tall. I'd say at least six foot two, and he's bigger than I thought with broad shoulders, a narrow waist, and hard muscles stretching under dark, olive skin. He looks like a Spanish soldier.  
 
    “If you’re heading back to London, Blaire”—my name rolls off his tongue like satin—“I'll get a lift with you.”  
 
    What?  
 
    My heart does this weird doubling over thing. I whip my eyes from Charlie to Maksim, who strangely nods.  
 
    “You will have to forgive my little pet's attitude, as I am sure you will learn she has.” Maksim chuckles under his breath. “She's as arrogant as a redhead comes.” 
 
    Charlie laughs, too, clearly amused. “I can handle one small girl, no matter how arrogant she might be. Don't worry about that.” 
 
    My stomach is sinking, thinking this is a test. It has to be. Maksim would never leave me alone with another man. 
 
    Ignorant to my apprehension, Maksim tells me that I must be polite to Charlie, that I'm not allowed to fight him. It isn't a request. It's an order. “You can speak to him, also, just not about me.”  
 
    “Of course,” I say, head-bowing to my master, hiding the fact that my anxiety is going through the roof.
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    After bidding Maksim goodnight, I lead the way out of the club with Charlie Decena hot on my heels.  
 
    The place is still booming with music and perverts littering the naked strippers in pound bills, chanting, “Take it off! Take it off!” I'm surprised Charlie doesn't want to stay and have a nice European girl for himself, given they’re likely free for him. Any normal man would stay.  
 
    At the exit, I nod to bid the doorman goodbye and steal out into the cold night, beneath a cloaking black sky sparkling in stars. My silver Porsche is by a flickering streetlight at the end of the parking lot. I open it using the key in my pocket, making it flash three times with a low, deep beep.  
 
    “This is a nice car for such a young girl,” Charlie says, walking past me to open the driver's door. He rests his forearm there and looks down on me, head slightly cocked. “Did Maksim buy it for you or did you buy it for yourself?” 
 
    Maksim? I grunt under my breath. That’s so fucking disrespectful. It's Maksim-Markov to him, and those considered friends or work acquaintances.  
 
    “Do you want to drive or something?” I ask, arching my neck back to squint up at him.  
 
    Charlie tips his head to the other side, with his eyes glancing back and forth between mine. “Why'd you ask that?”  
 
    I gesture at my car. “You’re holding my door open.” 
 
    He laughs, flashing even, white teeth. “Tis' called manners, Señorita.”  
 
    My face twists with perplexity. Holding my door open is considered manners? 
 
    “In you get.” He nods at my car, amusement glittering in his eyes.  
 
    I stare him out, baffled to say the least. He looks a bit different up close, more...I don't know. Beautiful? No. Handsome. He's too masculine to be beautiful. His lips are perfect, the lower fuller than the top, his cheekbones are sharp and high, and his eyes are deep set, a lagoon blue in this light.   
 
    For a second, I forget why I was staring at him.  
 
    “Do you want me to drive?” He nods at my car again without breaking eye contact. “I can if you want. I know where you live.”  
 
    I scoff at the audacity of him, sink into the plush leather, and yank my door shut. He's laughing as he walks around to the passenger side, but I don't get what he finds so funny.  
 
    Pressing the power button, I fire-up the engine, revving to warm it up. Charlie settles in the passenger seat, sliding it back to give his long legs some room. I immediately notice he smells sweet and musky, a weird scent for a man but bizarrely appealing. Bizarrely nice.  
 
    A quick glance, and he catches me staring. My heart almost jumps out of my chest, but I save face by telling him, “Put on your seatbelt and then we can go.” 
 
    He pulls it across his chest and plugs it in, as I shift in gear to reverse out of the parking lot, heading down a bumpy country lane. He is blatantly watching me, though he doesn't speak for a while. So I flick on the radio to drown out our silence, and check the rear-view mirror, clocking twin SUVs on our shadow with blinding headlights. They look suspicious with heavily tinted windows, both going at the same speed. Maintaining my eyes on them, I drive carefully as not to draw attention. But as I turn off to hit the clear highway, they follow us.  
 
    I press on the throttle to speed out of Dartford, keeping one hand near my gun in my inside jacket pocket; my other on the wheel.  
 
    “What's wrong, Blaire?”  
 
    “I think we're being followed,” I say, reaching one-hundred miles per hour, dodging what cars are on the road. “Have you got a gun?” 
 
    “Have I got a gun?” Charlie laughs, and when I look at him, he smiles. “Relajarse,” he says relax, “it's just my men. No need for guns.”   
 
    “What?” I drop a gear to slow the pace. “If you have men with cars, why did you ask me for a lift?” 
 
    He doesn't answer my question, which I don't like. He diverts with, “How long have you known Maksim?”  
 
    Maksim-Markov to you! It really bothers me that he addresses my master like this.  
 
    “That's none of your business,” I say, and my voice comes out surprisingly calm.  
 
    “Well, I'm making it my business. How long?” 
 
    Huffing, I try not to react to his cool, dominant approach, though it's hard. I want to punch his lights out because he's so fucking conceited.  
 
    “I cannot comment without his permission,” I say in a flat tone. 
 
    Charlie laughs at me again, though in a more mocking fashion. “You know, in all the years I've known your boss, you're the first of his girls I've seen off a leash.” Reaching over, he grabs my seat headrest, forcing intimacy. 
 
    I shift over in my seat, a little uncomfortable. I can feel the warmth of his large body at my side. 
 
    “Maksim must really trust you,” he whispers, checking me out with obvious lust.  
 
    I don't say anything in response. Of course Maksim trusts me. I'm his most trusted devotee.  
 
    In our silence, I glance at Charlie a few times because I sense he's still staring at me with stark concentration. I wish he'd stop. I'm already on guard, and he's making the whole ordeal ten times worse with that penetrating gaze.  
 
    As a distraction, I turn up the radio. 
 
    “What are you allowed to say, hmm?” He breaks our silence, turning the radio down, but I shrug, steering off the highway for London. “Okay. How fast does your car go?”  
 
    Silence. 
 
    “You can answer me that, surely?” He sounds like he's being sarcastic. “Maksim said you can speak to me.” 
 
    “Naught to sixty in five and a half seconds,” I give in, just to shut him up. 
 
    “And the color, did you pick it? Did you upgrade to all the extras?” 
 
    I scowl harder than before, aware of what he’s doing. Though his questions might seem ordinary, they're not. He's trying to get me talking by luring me into a false sense of security.  
 
    “You can glare all you like, Señorita,” he teases, insisting he’ll keep asking things until I answer. “I’m a persistent man, as I’m sure you’re realizing.” 
 
    “What is with you, Decena? Why are you asking me these stupid, mundane questions?” My heart stutters with panic. Maksim said to be polite. “Sorry. I...I didn't mean to—” 
 
    “S'all right.” Charlie shrugs with one shoulder, still holding my headrest. “You can ask me a question if you want.” He pauses, then leans a little closer and whispers down my spine, “I won't tell Maksim. Puede ser nuestro secreto.” Can be our secret. 
 
    I look at him for as long as I can, wondering why he’s speaking to me in Spanish. But then I have to center my attention on the road, on the cars. “Why are you asking me these questions?” I reiterate without wavering this time. “What's with the whole Spanish Inquisition? What’s your game?”  
 
    “The Spanish Inquisition, huh?” A wide grin spreads across his face. “I'm curious about you, Blaire,” he says. “Even more so now.”  
 
    I pull a funny face, puzzled, and he elaborates, “You don't wear a leash. You live outside of Maksim's house. You can apparently put up a good fight. You're educated.” The list of compliments is endless.  
 
    I don't ask why he's curious. I don't want to give him the satisfaction of my own curiosity.  
 
    “It seems Maksim wasn't lying when he told me you've got a bad attitude,” Charlie says, chuckling to himself. His voice is so deep when he laughs like that, almost mesmerizing.  
 
    Almost. 
 
    “I'm not gonna get anything outa you yet, am I?” 
 
    Yet? What makes him think he'll ever get anything out of me? 
 
    “No,” I say. “You're not.”  
 
    He doesn't ask much more now, just wants to know if I like living on my own, that kind of thing. I shake, nod, and shrug a few times, but I don't actually answer his questions.  
 
    “Where would you like me to drop you off?” I say when we’re driving past my apartment building, curb crawling The River Thames.  
 
    “Since we’re by your place”—he unbuckles his seatbelt—“here will do.” 
 
    I pull over with a sharp stop, making us both jolt forward, desperate to get him out of my fucking car.  
 
    But he doesn't seem to be in a rush to leave.  
 
    Smirking, he rests back and gives my body the once over, his eyes hooded and full of zest. “Maybe I'll stop by your apartment over the next two weeks to say hi.”   
 
    “I wouldn't bother. I won't answer the door to you.” 
 
    He flicks up his eyebrows. “Sure you won't.”  
 
    I snort, thinking he’s such an asshole. Then shifting in first gear with one foot on the break, I toe the throttle a few times as a hint.  
 
    He finally gets out of the car, but he doesn’t shut the door. Much to my frustration, he lingers, leaning down to look at me once more. Silky black strands fall around his diamond blue eyes, enhancing the intense, thoughtful expression on his face. It’s weird, like he’s weighing me up for whatever reason.  
 
    “I thought you said you had to leave?” I say, speaking softer than I intended. “Time’s getting on, isn't it?”  
 
    “I've always got time for a pretty girl.” He winks, and I glance away in a fluster, hating that my stomach ties up in knots.   
 
    In fact, I hate him. I hate the way he talks to me, and the way he looks at me, as if he's mentally taking off my clothes. It's so personal.  
 
    “I'll see you very soon, Blaire,” he rasps a promise. Then clicks the door shut, and his large, muscular body disappears into the city, sauntering at a relaxed pace as if he has all the time in the world to get to his destination. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    When I can gather my wits after enduring Charlie Decena, I steer into the underground parking lot of my apartment building.  
 
    My phone buzzes in my jacket pocket, so I pull it out and find James is calling.  
 
    He’s a friend of mine. I’ve known him since before I can remember. He plays a role much like mine with Maksim—security and devotee—but he doesn't reap luxury like a personal car and an apartment. He drives a supplied security SUV, as all the other men do, and lives in Maksim's attic because Maksim doesn't trust him like he does me. That's never affected my opinion of James, though. He is one of the good guys. I've lost count of how many times he's taken a beating trying to protect me from our master. How many times he's let Maksim fuck him in an effort to ensure he doesn't fuck me.  
 
    “Have you spoken to Maksim?” I step out of my car and lock it with the key, making the beeps echo through the eerie car park. 
 
    “He just rang me about some guy called Charlie,” James says, his Russian accent soft and husky. “He wants me to beef up security.” 
 
    “Beef up security?” My eyebrows snap together. “Did he say why?” 
 
    “No. It was a brief call, and I wasn’t about to start asking questions. Who is this Charlie?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” I relax against my car, poking my chin with the key in a musing fashion. “Maksim is nervous around him though. I’ve never seen him so...I don’t know. Charlie kept cutting him off from talking, and Maksim just let him.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Yeah, I was nervous, too. That man makes me feel...” I lose my voice, as there are no words to describe how Charlie made me feel.  
 
    “You, were nervous?” James’ voice goes up a notch. “But, you don't get nervous about anything.” 
 
    “If you ever meet Charlie, you'll understand. The way he looked at me in front of Maksim...the way he spoke to me...” I get chills just thinking about it. “He said, and I quote, ‘I’ve always wondered about redheads’, like he was fantasizing or something.” 
 
    “Seriously? And Maksim did nothing?” 
 
    To answer, I go right into detail about how much authority Charlie had over our master. How he insisted I drop him off even while he had drivers at hand. “Before that though, he interviewed me for a job by asking the oddest questions.”  
 
    “What questions?” 
 
    “He wanted to know if I lived alone, and if I drove my own car. It was ages before he asked about my skills.” 
 
    “He's up to no good, that’s why,” James says, with his feet thudding against the floorboards in the background. His attic living quarters is empty of things, other than his bed and a wardrobe. It heightens the slightest of sounds.  
 
    “I think so,” I say. “I get that impression.” 
 
    “Shit,” he curses. “Keep your wits about you, Blaire. If Maksim is getting involved with people he's nervous about, it doesn't bode well for us.” 
 
    “I know it doesn’t.” I nod at the empty parking lot. “I know.” 
 
    Whenever Maksim gets in trouble with his dodgy dealings, one of us—his arsenals—takes the fall. It's always been this way. 
 
    “What job do they have you on exactly? Are you whacking someone? Do you need my help with anything?”  
 
    “No. It’s nothing like that.” I tell him about the job in great detail, since Maksim lets us discuss things with each other. While James isn't much of a hacker, he's a good fighter. Almost as good as me. That’s why he offered himself up to help.  
 
    “You could only get like, four or five minutes the last time, couldn't you?” he says, referring to my access to London's CCTV system.  
 
    “Ah-huh. But I wasn't about to tell Maksim that face to face.” I sound almost defeated, because I am. It’s going to be mentally taxing trying to grasp more time.  
 
    “No, I understand.” James sighs in sympathy. “Just try and get his fifteen minutes. Try. If you can't, before you confess to Maksim that you've failed, call me and I'll come over to your place, okay? Don't tell him anything while you're on your own.” 
 
    My heart bleeds for this guy. There's nothing he wouldn't endure if it means he can spare me from pain. 
 
    “Thanks, James,” I say blank of emotion, but I'd never deliberately put him in the line of fire. “I have to go.” I shove my keys in my jacket pocket and head for the private elevator that leads up to my apartment. “I'll speak to you soon.” 
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    For the next week, in my London apartment that overlooks a gray River Thames, I test myself to the limit.  
 
    I eat plain foods to prevent feeling lethargic, and scarcely sleep for five hours a night because my mind is on overdrive. I give up on the hypnopaedia—learning while asleep via a recorder—because I can’t handle the overload of studying. In my personal gym upstairs, I execute my usual combat routine for four hours a day, which steals time away from work, but I must train physically. Maksim would kill me if I let myself slip. It could cost him his life.  
 
    I work on attaining the fifteen minutes in the dark computer room at the back of my apartment. It’s hidden behind fake paneled walls, set up with ten computer screens hanging on the back wall in two rows. They offer the only source of light in here. They glow over my freckly face as I sit at the floating desk, where all my equipment is: keyboards, black boxes, and other useful gadgets that help me safely link to The Dark Web.  
 
    I work like a dog morning and night, occasionally nodding off in the wide office chair.  
 
    By day four, I manage to gain access to London's CCTV for a maximum of eleven minutes. I can control the traffic lights, certain security gates, and the city cameras. But, I cannot get a hold of more than eleven minutes. The system locks me out.  
 
    Sweaty, hungry for real food, and frazzled to the max, I rub my forehead. Then I bash at the keyboard keys to put glitches in London's CCTV system, working through another night.  
 
    Now, I have one week and one day left to train, and to add to my worry, work commitments over the weekend set me back. I don't have any other choice but to accept what is though, as I'm on Maksim's security detail and his life comes before mine.  
 
    Friday night, James and I watch his back while he parties ruthlessly at a mansion in Kensington Palace Gardens. The mansion belongs to some Asian Prince who is largely in the public eye, but the public knows nothing of his taste for young girls and sex shows. They know only what the media allows them to know. 
 
    By ten o'clock, the party becomes hard to stomach—like most of the parties Maksim attends—because the Prince has a willing little Albanian brunette on all fours in the middle of his glorious ballroom. She's getting whipped, before being fucked by a man in a black leather mask. Their flesh slaps together so hard I can feel it. A collection of suits line the walls, waiting for their turn. Some of the onlookers masturbate, while the rest get their cocks sucked by their sex-slaves who are firmly on leashes, until it's their turn to fuck the Albanian girl.  
 
    James and I remain behind Maksim with our eyes ahead, clasping guns over our laps.  
 
    Maksim is in seventh heaven, especially when the Prince offers him a cock-sucker. The sound of the tiny blonde choking against his cock turns my stomach inside out, as he refuses to let her breathe by blocking her air passage. And to make matters worse, the godforsaken fuck show goes on until early hours of the morning, the ornate ballroom whispering with soft piano music. The music isn't loud enough to drown out her cries of pain though, nor the men's moans of satisfaction as they each have a go on her; deep moans that remind me of Maksim when he makes me please him. 
 
    Internally, I'm beyond uncomfortable. On the outside, I must look as cold as ice. 
 
    The show gets even harder to stomach when Maksim takes over. He belts the Albanian girl to the point where her back splits and bleeds, before drilling her from behind. In a moment of raw intoxication, he presses her face into the floor and looks me right in the eyes. It's like everything and everyone in the room evaporates, the earth closing in on me. I go stiff, my chest so tight that I can just about breathe. I don’t know whether to look away or not. He’s never done this before.  
 
    He doesn't look away. He smiles at me with wickedness, and takes the girl slowly, holding her hips like he's caressing her. He hums with delight, his eyes hazy and full of lust. 
 
    I stare ahead, blinking above him, trying to avoid the devil’s eye. Then, he fucks her with everything he has, making her squeal, skin smacking against skin. 
 
    I sense it when James glances down at me, then he steps a little closer and puts us arm to arm. “Don't worry,” he whispers, “I won't let him do that to you.” 
 
    Though I appreciate his promise, it's empty. If Maksim wanted to do that to me, no one could stop him.  
 
    “Everyone, stay where you are!” an American-Latino guy shouts over the party, drawing my attention.  
 
    “If you move before we state otherwise, we’ll shoot!” another Latino yells. “Girls, get your fucking clothes on.” 
 
    On alert, I glance about to assess the level of danger, as does James. A group of combat suited men are storming the ballroom with guns, and once they've got every man lined up against one wall and looking down their barrels, Charlie marches in.  
 
    “Stop!” he yells at Maksim, his blue eyes blazing with anger. He’s holding a blanket in one hand, a large silver gun in his other. 
 
    My heart drops. I watch in dismay as the naked sex-slaves scatter like rats to get dressed, tripping over their dresses. One guy orders them to line up against the back wall opposite the men, and starts handing out bottles of water from the duffle bag he’s holding.  
 
    Maksim staggers off the Albanian girl he's fucking, tucks himself in and fastens his trousers. His cheeks are tinted red with lust, golden eyes scorching in the same debauched emotion. 
 
    “What is going on?” the Asian Prince asks in terrible English, wandering around in a drug infused state of confusion.  
 
    My eyes flitter to Charlie, as he quietly consults with the combats. His large, muscular body is clad in jeans over black boots and a black long-sleeved sweater—rather casual attire considering his men look ready for war.  
 
    “That's Charlie Decena,” I whisper to James, and he loads his gun.  
 
    I pull back the hammer on my gun, too, and step forward for Maksim. James catches my elbow, making me stumble to a stop. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I hiss, tugging to get free. “Let me go.” 
 
    “Stay here. He's got over twenty men.” 
 
    I gawk up at James in panic, then at Maksim—who is now face to face with Charlie in the middle of the room—and then I gawk back up at James. “We can't just leave Maksim.” 
 
    “We don't want to start something if we can avoid it,” James says, his eyes trained on the situation. “I've heard a rumor Charlie Decena doesn't enjoy things like this, so he's probably just putting a stop to the show.” 
 
    “How'd you know that?” I ask, drawing in my eyebrows.  
 
    “What's the problem though, my friend?” Maksim says, gaining my attention. “You’ve attended many parties like this before.” 
 
    There's a moment of dangerous silence, as Charlie towers over Maksim, tapering dominant blue eyes. “This, is my problem.” He drops the blanket he's holding over the Albanian girl Maksim just fucked.  
 
    She's panting for dear life, understandably bested after being whipped and screwed by at least ten men, so of course I'm stunned when she says, “Why are you stopping the show?” She's gazing up at Charlie through scraps of chocolate brown hair. “Who are you?” 
 
    James and I look at each other, and then ahead at Charlie. He passes the gun he’s holding to his right-hand man, and crouches to the girl, elbows on his knees. “You're Arjana, is that right?” he says, stroking her hair back out of her face.  
 
    She nods, an air of vulnerability coming over her. “How do you know my name?” she says, descending into her shoulders. She's veiled in sweat and looks weak with trembling limbs.  
 
    He whispers something to her, his face soft and welcoming, and then wraps up her tiny naked frame in the blanket. 
 
    What the fuck is going on?  
 
    “Blaire,” James says quietly, “does he have dealings with the Albanians?” 
 
    “I-I don't know,” I stutter, trying to filter what's happening. 
 
    Charlie tucks one arm under the Albanian girl’s knees, the other behind her shoulders, and lifts her into his strong arms. She huddles against him, seeming glad that he's here. “Any more of this bullshit,” he warns, and leisurely pivots around, using the girl as a demonstration, “and we're all gonna have a problem—especially you, falso Prince.” He continues to scrutinize everyone, then his attention lands on me. His pale eyes widen, and for the second time tonight, I don't know where to look. 
 
    “Charlie,” Maksim says, ruffling his damp hair, “the girl is old enough, and she's a willing participant. Tell him, Arjana.” He points out to her.  
 
    “Willing participant?” Charlie walks up to my master with the girl, hunched at the neck. “I just told you, she's stolen property. You of all people should know better than to fuck with the Albanians.”  
 
    “She is payment for a debt owed to me,” the Prince says, lifting his chin in an attempt to look proud.  
 
    “Debt or no debt”—Charlie stalks over to the Prince, who cowers in his kameez—“we can all find ways to please ourselves without beating and gangbanging an eighteen year old girl.” There's something eerie in the way Charlie is looking at the Prince. “Fuck her in a more private setting next time, or find an older participant—as you so nicely put it,” he says to Maksim, and he stalks back over to him while holding that girl like she barely outweighs a bag of sugar. “I mean, I'm all for a bit of sadism but this is bullshit.”  
 
    “It is just some fun,” the Prince says, lifting his shoulders in a shrug. 
 
    “Fun?” Charlie raises his eyebrows, and turns to his coward audience. “Maybe I should get all your wives here and have my men belt them and gangbang them for so long that their flesh shakes. How would you all like that?”  
 
    The ballroom is in quiet shock, and I'm just about to pass out with it when Charlie tells Maksim, “Send Blaire home, now. She doesn't need to see this.” 
 
    The Prince arches an eyebrow, flabbergasted by Charlie’s audacity. Maksim is stunned and humiliated, stuttering to defend himself but nothing worthy comes out.  
 
    “You'll have her on all fours next”—Charlie continues belittling my master, shaking his head at me in disgust—“getting fucked by this brainless lot.”  
 
    I feel a surge of rage go through James, and he steps forward for Charlie. The five men who are Charlie’s armor lift their guns in our direction, so I grab the back of James' sweater to stop him, my heart drumming in my ears.  
 
    Charlie isn't bothered by James' attempt, and why would he be? He's got an arsenal. He shakes his head at me again, pity burning in his eyes. “Since when did men start having young girls protect them, huh?” Before anyone can answer him, he turns away with the girl in his arms and leaves just as quickly as he came. His men follow out the double doors like a pack of wolves, and they shut us in. 
 
    No one is sure what to do—we're all just glancing at each other—but then Maksim rushes after Charlie, telling the Asian Prince, “I need to make sure there's no tension after this. That was Charlie Decena.” 
 
    The Prince’s face turns white.  
 
    “What the hell was that all about?” James says under his breath, his eyes glued to the exit doors. “And why doesn't he address Maksim properly?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I say, dismayed by Charlie's bizarre act of kindness to save that girl. 
 
    Voices break through the silence, discussing Charlie and what he's just done. Some know who he is. Others don't. I try to listen in—I want to know who he is—but Maksim returns. He marches up to me, his expression tight with nerves. “Go home now,” he orders in Russian. “I'll call you if I need you.”  
 
    What? 
 
    “Do not stop to talk to anyone,” he says in a charge of Russian words. He can't seem to relax, looking back and forth between the exit doors and me. “Just get in your car and leave.” 
 
    I'm paralyzed with confusion.  
 
    James nudges me onward. 
 
    Maksim grips my arm so tight I can feel his fingers digging into my flesh even through my combat sweater. “Get a move on.”   
 
    I don't question him, even while I know this is out of character—he's never ordered me to leave before. Putting my head down, I walk through the murmuring ballroom, sort of thankful that I no longer have to endure the party. 
 
    What Charlie saw is nothing. It'll get darker as the night goes on.   
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    Saturday, and it's work as usual.  
 
    I pick up Maksim from his house and drive him to his friend Rumo’s country manor. They play cards there once a month, but they always play on different days and times. Men like my master don't have routines. They say routines make them easy targets for their adversaries.  
 
    Maksim is on the phone throughout the drive, arranging a place for a few trafficked girls, so I don't have to endure a conversation with him. I'm glad. After coming eye to eye with him last night while he was fucking with that girl, I'll admit, I am a little nervous. There was something in the way he stared at me, in the way he touched that girl while staring at me.  
 
    Maksim hangs up the call as we pull up on Rumo’s paved driveway. It’s illuminated with floodlights. They're so bright that I have to squint. The redbrick house before us is a fortress with black iron bars covering the sash windows and a red laser security system surrounding the dwelling. Two SUVs pull up around us, the rest of Maksim's security detail. No one can get to him without a war.  
 
    In the cold, I help him out of my car by opening his door. I bow my head, clasping a heavy gun in one hand.  
 
    “You look lovely this evening, My Little Pet,” he says in Russian, grinning at me with a cunning gleam in his eyes. “I haven't had a chance to tell you.” 
 
    He looks good, too, in a sharp gray suit against a white shirt under a knee length black coat, his long brown hair curtaining his hard face. He smells nice, like something spicy. It makes my nose tickle as the night breezes against my face.  
 
    I don't thank him for his compliment, nor do I smile. I just bow a second time. 
 
    “Have you heard anything from Charlie Decena?” he asks, tipping his head. “After last night, I mean.” 
 
    I nearly frown, peering up at him with innocent eyes. “No, Cэp Maksim.”   
 
    He studies me for a moment, scanning my expression. “So, he hasn't been to your apartment?” His golden eyes widen for an answer. “I know he fancies you.” 
 
    “What? No, no! Of course he hasn't been to my apartment. I would have told you. You know I wouldn't—” 
 
    “Okay.” Lifting a hand, he cuts me off. “That is good, I guess.” He scratches his stubbly chin, and I cringe at the sound of his bristly beard grating against his nails. “But he's up to something. I just know it. I don't get why he's come to me for help on a job.” He goes on and on about his confusion over Charlie's agenda, saying what he did at the Prince's party wasn't him. “Decena wouldn't do something so thoughtful.”  
 
    It isn't just me who thinks he's up to no good. That makes me anxious, and the fact that Maksim is questioning me over my loyalty makes me even more anxious. He should know I'd never keep anything from him. 
 
    I'm sweating in my uniform.  
 
    “What did you talk about when you gave him a lift to London?” Maksim asks. “Did he want to know anything about me?”  
 
    No hesitation, I spill my guts about the useless questions Charlie directed at me. “He waffled on about my car and how fast it goes, the color.” I tell him everything, making sure I leave nothing to chance. 
 
    James appears from one of the SUVs, and I almost gasp out with relief. Maksim will focus on him for a moment.  
 
    “Ahhh,” Maksim breathes out with a broad smile, turning his attention to James. “He's here.”  
 
    Wearing a black combat outfit just like I am, James walks up to us with steady composure and bows, touching his chest.  
 
    “Hello, My Pet,” Maksim husks. He calls us both his pets. However, I'm his little pet.  
 
    “Evening, Cэp Maksim,” James says, his Russian spiced accent deep and level. 
 
    “How are you this evening?” says our master, his eyes flaring with something that a man shouldn't express to another man.  
 
    James answers as courteous as ever with, “I'm great, thank you.”  
 
    We never return Maksim's gestures. We're not allowed to. He doesn't like having to explain his moods—not that he needs to. I can sense his moods a mile away. Tonight, he's thriving.  
 
    “Good. Good!” Maksim claps, grinning from ear to ear. “Well, let us get on with this evening. My best vodka is inside waiting for me.” 
 
    I internally shake my head. He drinks far too much.  
 
    Our master turns for the house, and James gently catches my hand. He gives me a squeeze, causing me to peer up at him. He flashes his most affectionate smile, mouthing, “Are you okay?”  
 
    Nodding, I smile back. Then we enter the house without an invitation. James walks on Maksim's left, while I walk on his right, both with a gun in hand. Maksim hides his away in his knee length coat. Though we're amongst friends, we're not at the same time. In this game, no one ever has a true friend.  
 
    The entrance hall boasts gleaming black and white marble floors, oak double doors on each wall, and a huge white piano tucked away under the arch of the staircase on the right. 
 
    “Maksim-Markov,” Rumo greets from the furthest doorway that leads into the snooker room. “You made it.” 
 
    Smiling like the devil himself, Maksim heads for Rumo while extending a hand. “I am much looking forward to this evening's events, my friend.” 
 
    “Ohhh, you should be. You should be!” Rumo clasps Maksim’s hand. “I bought a new poker table, as you requested. The chairs are a lot more comfortable and the table is softer.” 
 
    Maksim nods a few times, chanting that he's glad. “When we can afford luxury, why skimp on the finer details like a poker table?”  
 
    Entering the snooker room, they babble on about some Albanian business. James and I follow them in.  
 
    The brass lights hanging from the ceiling are dazzling, reflecting on the dark paneled walls in burnt orange tones. Behind the mammoth snooker table that commands the space, there is a poker table which can seat six. They always play poker in this room. I've never seen any other part of the house.  
 
    Carl and Umberto await patiently, already sitting at the soft green table. Umberto greets Maksim from a distance with cool esteem. Carl simply nods.  
 
    Mucky cigar smoke clouds the air in streams of grays and browns. It stinks. I hate the smell of cigars. I don't get the fascination with smoking.  
 
    James and I stay within touching distance of Maksim when he sits at the head of the poker table, draping his coat over the back of his chair.  
 
    “I hear you have Charlie on side, Maksim-Markov?” Carl says in awful Spanish tinted English, flicking the head of his cigar in a crystal ashtray.  
 
    “That's right, my friend.” 
 
    “Even after what happened?” Umberto asks. 
 
    Maksim nods, scissoring a Cuban cigar between his fingers. “Yes. He forgives me.”  
 
    Forgives him? For what? 
 
    James and I glance at each other. 
 
    “Just. Like. That?” Umberto pulls his thin gray eyebrows together. “You don't think that's odd?” 
 
    Maksim laughs under his breath, biting off the end of his cigar. “Charlie isn't the kind of man to beat around the bush, is he, Carl?” 
 
    Carl doesn't respond to that sarcastic directed question. He doesn't even address Maksim.  
 
    “Besides,” Maksim continues, “it is always good to have such a powerful man as a friend. Wouldn't you all agree?” 
 
    They go into a full blown tête-à-tête over Charlie and what he's about, loyalty mostly. I come to understand that nothing else really matters to him. I also come to understand that Maksim double crossed him on some job a few years back.  
 
    I gulp at this point.  
 
    Rumo leans forward, staring at my master. “Just don't cross him again, Maksim-Markov. You know what he is capable of. You know he gears himself up with at least twenty armed men wherever he goes. And I can't get involved. I don't want to die.” 
 
    “I know, my friend.” Maksim squeezes Rumo's shoulder. “I understand.” He then grabs his crotch under the table. “Anyhow, why would I double-cross him again? I like my balls attached to my body.”  
 
    They all laugh out loud—well, everyone but Carl laughs. This is strange. I've noticed before that Carl isn't Maksim's biggest fan, as has James, but his dislike for Maksim is coming off him in waves tonight.  
 
    A tiny blonde girl wearing a red underwear set and shiny red stockings enters the room. She fills the men's glasses on the table. Umberto says he will fuck her after the game, emphasizing that he's going to whip her. She flinches when he smacks her ass with an open palm, and I drop my eyes to the floor. I will admit, I do feel a pang of pity for her. But, it's not my job to save girls like her, as much as I wish I could. As much as I know I could. I'd slaughter this lot in minutes with my own two hands if I was allowed.   
 
    James gently touches my hand and I straighten, coming across deadpan.  
 
    “Five card draw?” Rumo says after the girl leaves, and everyone agrees.  
 
    So, they play cards, chatting lightly about girls they've abused and the wives they wish they could abuse. James and I keep quiet for the next two hours, antipathy radiating through us. We don't agree with what they do to girls. We have sneakily spoken about what we've seen and heard, but neither of us really knows what to make of it. We don't share their fancy for abuse, but we know nothing else, since we were so young when we came to Maksim. Once, James actually asked if he was wired wrong because he cannot bear to see girls getting mistreated, even if they do consent at times. He doesn't understand why Maksim enjoys being brutal. I couldn't give James an even answer. I don't know if he's wired right or wrong. I know what I feel. In my opinion, what they do is immoral. But this sentiment only came over me when Maksim granted me freedom. Since then, I've lived in the world amongst the normal and with television and books. James has only ever lived under our master. He's never tasted what normal might be, or felt the satisfaction of freedom that comes with living alone.  
 
    “Charlie spoiled our fun,” Maksim says, and the mere mention of that man’s name pulls me from my thoughts. “And he was mad as hell. I swear, if anyone questioned his actions, he would have shot us all.” 
 
    He must be talking about the Prince's party last night.  
 
    “I heard about what happened.” Umberto lifts a glass to have a sip of vodka. “The gossip has spread like wildfire. Glad I wasn't there. I know how excited Decena can get when angry.” 
 
    Carl comes to life, telling stories about Charlie in his younger years. “If anyone so much as attempted to pull a gun on him, they'd be dead. He doesn’t fuck about.” 
 
    I grip my gun a little tighter, anxious because Charlie said he was coming to this poker game. Hopefully, he's changed his mind.  
 
    “Do not worry, my friends.” Maksim lifts a hand, grinning from ear to ear. “I straightened things out. He wanted me to send Blaire home last night, so I did.”  
 
    My stomach rolls with shock. James gawps down at me.  
 
    “And luckily,” Maksim adds, “that girl we were fucking was old enough and willing to let us abuse her.” 
 
    “Yeah, luckily,” Charlie says from the open doorway, gaining everyone's attention. 
 
    My eyes flicker to him, and an overwhelming tightness forms in my chest. He's leaning against the doorframe on one shoulder, arms crossed over a strapping chest. He looks cool in his pose, wearing a black shirt tucked into dark blue jeans, the collar unbuttoned to show a hard, dusty chest. The sleeves are rolled up to his elbows, revealing tan muscular forearms covered in black hair and thick veins. He's got that silver watch on his left wrist, a minute statement of money. 
 
    Our eyes align for a split second, as he flashes me a cunning smile, showing even white teeth. I'm the one to look away, unable to endure his presence.  
 
    “Hola, Charlie.” Carl pivots to him from the table. “Where have you been? We expected you hours ago.” 
 
    Uncrossing his arms, Charlie saunters in and around the snooker table, his motions oddly graceful. As he passes James and I from behind, I hold my breath, and my toes curl in my trainers. I'm expecting him to do something like touch me in secrecy. 
 
    He doesn't, but the fact remains. He puts me on edge. Even more so knowing Maksim has betrayed him somehow.  
 
    “Tis' good to see you, Carl.” Charlie smiles coolly at Carl and only Carl. “Work kept me late. I'm sure I’ve not missed much.” 
 
    I check him out from the corner of my eye. His hair is tied back, enhancing his gorgeousness—if that's even possible. It's so black and shiny, and looks finger touching soft. I've never thought about touching a man before. Maybe I haven't because all the men I've been around are either on Maksim's payroll or at the end of my barrel. 
 
    Charlie shows no interest in anyone but Carl, though the other men fuss over him like he's some kind of god, offering up their chairs and their drinks.  
 
    “The end chairs are the most comfortable,” Rumo says, giving Maksim a funny look, curtly nodding to the right, as if to say, get up and move. 
 
    Charlie doesn't react to them with smugness. He doesn't really indulge their fussing at all. He simply shakes everyone's hand while asking Carl, “How's the wife?”  
 
    I'm itching to know who the fuck he is, especially after he saved that girl last night. He's like the light and the dark, the good and the bad. It's so confusing because no one in this game is both.  
 
    “She's doing great,” Carl says, cradling his whisky glass on the table. “We’re on our third child. Her name is Gabrielle.” He kisses his own fingers with passion, emphasizing his daughter. “She's the most lindo little thing.” 
 
    “I'm sure she is perfect. Your wife is bonita,” Charlie says, though not in a smutty manner. He sounds like he genuinely thinks highly of Carl and his wife. “Tell her I said congratulations,” he adds, then takes Maksim's seat by grabbing the back with authority, forcing Maksim to move over one. James and I follow him to the right, staying behind him.  
 
    “A drink?” Rumo says to Charlie, appearing a little nervous, tugging open his silver tie. 
 
    Charlie nods, slowly taking to his chair. Then, his eyes flitter between James and me, causing my stomach to roll with anxiety. I don't meet his gaze. I stare past him, endeavoring to come across collected in my pose. 
 
    “Someone’s got a thing for redheads,” he teases, referring to James and I, flicking up his eyebrows at Maksim. “They've gotta be related.” Turning his head, he says to James, “What's your name, boy?”  
 
    Maksim waves out a hand, and James states his name. His voice comes out cold and detached. 
 
    “You're obviously part of Maksim's security alongside Blaire?” 
 
    James nods. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Sir?” Charlie looks amused and pleased with James' word choice. “Well, it's been a while since I was called sir. You should have seen this boy last night”—he winks at Carl from across the table in a sly manner—“actually tried to stand up to me and all my men.” 
 
    My heart sinks with unease, but James looks confident in his domain. 
 
    “Though I can't blame him,” Charlie says. “He clearly thought I was mocking this one.” He gestures at me and smiles. It makes him look so handsome and young, which is odd given how sovereign he is. 
 
    “Yes,” Maksim drawls. “I used to have a hard time training Blaire because he didn't like my process. He is too fond of her.” 
 
    “Aren't we all?” Charlie eyes Carl in an artful fashion, who seems entertained with his daring.  
 
    Maksim doesn't respond to that. He ushers me forward by clicking his fingers, telling me to get Charlie a drink. “You still like brandy, don't you, my friend?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Charlie says, and I hate that I can feel his steady blue eyes on me. “Especially if she’s making it.” 
 
    On autopilot, I walk over to the bar in the corner of the room, put down my gun, and fix him a drink.  
 
    “Have you opened your new club, yet?” Charlie asks. I assume he's addressing Rumo, given his club opened last week.  
 
    “Of course,” Rumo says, and he blathers on about his new adventure—the whores, as he calls them. “They're filthy as fuck, and for you all, my close friends, they're free.”  
 
    Men...I roll my eyes. They're so easily distracted with tits and ass. 
 
    “I think I'll pass,” Charlie says. “Don't like whores. I prefer my women clean and exclusive with a bad attitude.” 
 
    Carl chuckles.  
 
    I grab the brandy from the side and take it to Charlie. He's surveying me as I walk to him. My stomach won't stop rolling with anxiety, but I try to save face by being as impassive as I can.  
 
    “Hello, Señorita Blaire,” he says when I stop in front of him. His Latin infused voice makes every hair on my body prick. “It's nice to see you again. Did you enjoy an early night last night?” He smiles at me with bold seduction, his blue eyes glancing back and forth between mine. 
 
    He's so fucking handsome it makes me sick. 
 
    I nod at him by a way of forced respect. 
 
    “I’ve gotta say, you're even prettier in the light. Isn't she pretty, Carl?”  
 
    Carl agrees, sparking a lighter for his cigar. “Even when she was younger, she was a bonita girl.” 
 
    Charlie smirks at Maksim with mocking enthusiasm, then he smirks at me. “You really have to fix the lighting in your office. What's the point of owning something so lovely when you can't fully appreciate it?” 
 
    I gesture impatiently with the glass, urging Charlie to take it. He does, and he runs his thumb over mine, causing me to jerk away from him as that familiar tingly feeling spreads through my body. A black switch goes off in my head—the switch that says, KILL! The switch that flickers on when someone touches me. 
 
    I don't attack him. I don't know why.  
 
    I manage to keep my cool, and step back behind Maksim, training my eyes on the wall behind Charlie.  
 
    James gives me a weird side-glance, which I see from the corner of my eye. 
 
    “How's work coming along?” Charlie asks me. Pressing his feet into the ground, he slides his chair around to face me.  
 
    A few uncomfortable looks are thrown around, but Charlie doesn't care. He simply sits back and drapes his hands over the arms of the chair, holding the glass in one.  
 
    “You can answer our friend, My Little Pet,” Maksim says, centered on the cards in his hand.  
 
    “Things are coming along fine,” I say, squeezing the gun over my lap in both hands, fighting for composure. 
 
    “Just fine?” he asks.  
 
    I step around so I can see Maksim's face, and also to get out of Charlie's line of vision.  
 
    Maksim nods at me. 
 
    “Things are running like clockwork,” I lie. Now is not the time to confess that I'm not only failing to attain fifteen minutes, but behind schedule.  
 
    “Good.” A devious grin reaches Charlie's eyes. He looks me up and down, leisurely and with intent. “Hmm, I like what you're wearing.” 
 
    Oh, of course he does. My combat outfit is tight and black, covering every inch of my small frame but my face.  
 
    I think my cheeks heat up, but I don't show any other reaction—well, not deliberately.  
 
    James is wearing the same, but I doubt Charlie will compliment him.  
 
    “Can you breathe in those trousers?” he teases.  
 
    I shoot him a wolfish glare, and he winks at me. I press my teeth together. Why does this bastard have to provoke me?  
 
    Rumo and Umberto lewdly compliment my clothes too, saying what dirty things they'd like to do to me, if they were allowed.  
 
    “That was a private joke,” Charlie says, and the room submerges in silence.  
 
    I peer over at James. He's staring at me, baffled beyond belief. 
 
    “So, Maksim...” Charlie says after having a sip of his brandy, “about your offer to see Blaire in action.”  
 
    James and I look at each other—this is about the only communication we achieve in Maksim's company.  
 
    “In action?” Umberto's eyes light up. “Are we to enjoy a...fuck, show?” He hesitates to say the words, I assume because he's remembering what happened last night.  
 
    “No.” Maksim says in a deep note, lifting a hand. “No one is fucking my little pet.” 
 
    “No, they're not,” Charlie says. 
 
    Maksim blinks at him. James and I blink at each other. Charlie's presence is so intense, like walking on fire.  
 
    “So, what show?” Umberto asks, seemingly at a loss with a stupid expression on his wrinkly face. 
 
    “Maksim was telling me Blaire is a good fighter,” Charlie elaborates, speaking with his hands. “He offered to show me just how skilled a fighter she is.” 
 
    I detest how he addresses my master as just, Maksim, rather than Maksim-Markov, especially in front of his friends.  
 
    “Ohhh, I see.” Umberto emphasizes that he's never seen a girl battle with such raw fighting skills. “She's like a fucking cheetah because she's so quick. You never said she was fighting tonight, Maksim-Markov?”  
 
    “I was waiting on Charlie,” he says. “It is a surprise.”  
 
    My heart drums in my ears. I'm not often nervous, but I don't often have time to get my head around having a fight. I usually do, rather than think.  
 
    “Why don't we retire to the ballroom?” Rumo says, rubbing his hands together. “There is plenty of space for her to fight. We should bet?” Everyone concurs, then Rumo adds, “I've never seen Blaire fight before, but Carl has told me she's good.”  
 
    “That's because she is,” Carl says, though he doesn't sound as animated as the others.  
 
    Nonetheless, Rumo grins. “Well then, let us get a move on.” 
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    Chairs scrape against the wooden floors as everyone stands up from the table, including Charlie.  
 
    He’s getting on my last nerve with all this curiosity bullshit. I'm desperate to ask Maksim if I can fight him, just so I can kick his ass.  
 
    James and I follow Maksim and the rest of the men through the entrance hall, down a wide lobby, and into a huge open ballroom. All these rich motherfuckers have them. The room oozes luxury with ivory paneled walls, a large sparkly chandelier hanging overhead, and decadent, highly buffed wooden floors. Their oxford shoes echo through the space as we go forth, stopping by the French doors that lead out onto the backyard. 
 
    “My Little Pet—” Maksim calls in Russian for me to stand in front of him, waving me forward. He takes my gun and tells James to put his down on the window ledge. “You and James will battle until one is unconscious, is that clear?” 
 
    Charlie steps in front of us and crosses his arms. “Unconscious?”  
 
    My face drops. He can speak Russian?  
 
    Maksim nods. “It will be a good fight, my friend. You'll see.” 
 
    “No way. I'm not up for seeing this little girl unconscious.” Charlie points at me, then tucks his hand back into his crossed arms. “I just want to see what she's made of.” 
 
    I almost huff. I'm insulted, truly, but quite eager to see the shock in this bastard's eyes when I knock James out cold. 
 
    Shit, no. What am I thinking? I don't want to do that to James. I don't want to hurt him.  
 
    “Charlie, relax, my friend.” Maksim pulls me under his arm. I lean into him, into his warmth like a cat getting petted. He always pets me before a fight. “James will not beat Blaire. She's too good.” 
 
    “She is,” Carl concurs. 
 
    Charlie frowns down at me. “Is that right?” 
 
    Tipping my head back, I peek up at Maksim, almost purring. Since before I can remember, I've been robbed of affection, so when Maksim is like this, I bask in his touch. I bask in the way he holds me. I guess everyone needs affection at some point in their lives, even me.  
 
    “Don't look at him!” Charlie snaps, making me flinch.  
 
    Everyone is instantly on guard, glancing at each other. 
 
    “Look at me and answer me, Blaire.”  
 
    Maksim squeezes my arm to give me the go ahead.  
 
    “Yes, that's right,” I whisper.  
 
    I can feel James' anxiety behind us coming off him in waves. It would usually make my stomach turn over with guilt. Now, however, I'm too preoccupied with Maksim. He's so warm, and he smells like freshly burnt brut. At times like this, I can almost imagine myself as a different person. Someone who can and will thrive in another's tenderness. No more brutality. Just, this.  
 
    “Okay, Charlie?” Maksim says, holding me tighter under his arm. He knows I enjoy his touch. I've told him many of times when he's asked. 
 
    Charlie grinds his square jaw. “Yeah, but if I call it to a stop, they must stop. I don't want to see her half dead.” 
 
    Somehow, he's snapped me out of this needy trance. I'm not sure if I'm angry, affronted, or flattered by his demand.  
 
    I frown.  
 
    No one has ever broken me out of a trance when Maksim holds me.  
 
    “Blaire, you understand?” Maksim looks down at me. “If Charlie says stop, you will both stop.” 
 
    I nod, innocently blinking up at him.  
 
    “You too, James,” Maksim says, glancing back.  
 
    “Yes, Cэp Maksim.”  
 
    “Good.” My master gives me another squeeze before saying in Russian, “Now, the both of you go on and take your positions in the middle of the room.” 
 
    When I glance up at Charlie, he nods at me. I'm not sure why.  
 
    Turning out of Maksim's embrace, I come face to face with James. He appears very deadpan, but I know he's nervous. I can sense it on another level. I don't enjoy fighting my friend like this either, so I guess I am a little nervous too, but I have no other choice. Maksim will beat the shit out of me if I refuse, and like always, I'll do nothing to stop him.  
 
    While the men light up cigars and place bets, James and I walk into the middle of the room and stand opposite each other. His face is pale against short red hair, and his eyes a dark shade of blue under this light. My hair is tied back in a bun but that won't stop James from trying to get a good hold on me.  
 
    I won't let that happen.  
 
    “Form positions!” Maksim calls out in Russian, modestly annoyed because we haven't done so already.   
 
    Raising our fists to protect our faces, and opening our legs to create balance through our bodies, James and I nod at each other.  
 
    “Just go down,” I whisper, holding his uneasy gaze.  
 
    “He won't like that,” James mouths back. “He wants to show you off.” 
 
    My heart sinks because he's right. Maksim won't like that. He's boasting. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I say truthfully. At least I tried to spare him, for this moment. 
 
    “Fight!” says Maksim in Russian.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    James and I smile pitifully at each other to apologize for what is about to happen. Then, he goes in for the kill.  
 
    He swings for my face with a few steady punches. I evade his onslaught with effortless grace. I duck and weave to the left and the right, my muscles easing into my motions.   
 
    He always serves the first hit, I've noticed over the years. It gives me an advantage because one is off balance while trying to strike. I've never told him of his bad-habit, since we often have to fight each other to train or entertain, and it gives me a chance to put him down before things get bloody. 
 
    I dodge another punch. Then James pounces at me. I catch his wrist and fling him across the room with all the strength I have, letting out a harsh breath. I then run at him and dish out meditated jabs, landing a few to his hard stomach when I can get through his fist attack. He gasps, twisting his face in pain, but manages to keep focus.  
 
    I don't stop there.  
 
    I dance him around in circles, lashing out athletic kicks to bat away his punches until I'm behind him.  
 
    I'm trained with Wing Chun, a Chinese Martial Arts way of fighting. Since I was...well, I don't really know how old I was when I first started fighting, but I was young, I've always fought this way.  
 
    My muscles now warm and loose, I beat James' kidneys with perfect clenched fists, exhaling for each strike. My assault puts him on his knees, groaning in agony. Clutching the scruff of his neck, I ceaselessly beat him into a bloody haze. My knuckles are cracking and throbbing with pain. His eyes swell, red and bruised and puffy. He will look like hell tomorrow. 
 
    I boot him in the chest, knocking him over with brutal force. He doesn't get up, just lies there half curled up in a ball. So I wait, trying to filter the rush of adrenaline. I don't want to get lost in myself while fighting my friend. 
 
    The seconds tick by at a snail’s pace. I can hear the men over there by the doors muttering amongst themselves, though I can't make out what they're saying. 
 
    James is still crippled on the floor. I steal over to assess him, to make sure he's okay. He jumps to his feet and clouts me in the face, whipping my head back. My bottom lip splits. I spit out a pool of metallic flavored blood, and meet his blows with rapid movements, punch for punch. “Aargh!” I scream through clenched teeth with every strike, my knuckles smashing against his.  
 
    He's battling in his stride, and because I know I can't get through his ambush, I lash out a high axe kick, knocking his head back.  
 
    Dizzy again, he stumbles about.  
 
    My chest is on fire as I pant through my nose, watching him strive to gather himself.  
 
    “She's fucking unbelievable!” someone yells, keyed up. I think it's Rumo. 
 
    When James is back on par, he darts at me, growling, “Gragh!” He kicks my feet and jabs through the air like he's going for gold, forcing me around the room. 
 
    With my forearms, I block his storm, left then right, amid punting away his lazy kicks. He's trying to knock me over by kicking my feet, but he's not doing a good job of it. I'm a little angry with him. He knows I'm good with my feet.  
 
    I side-kick behind his knee to put him off balance, then I spin around and flip him over, scissoring him between my legs. I land on my palms as we hit the floor with a heavy thud, my hands throbbing with pain. I unfold my legs from around his body, kick him away, then leap to my feet and stretch out my thigh muscles.  
 
    The adrenaline rushing through me is intoxicating, tingly sensations swimming in my bloodstream, and my heart is pounding.  
 
    I'm slowly losing focus.  
 
    James struggles to get up, and when he does, he staggers back, I assume to put some distance between us for a breathing moment. 
 
     “What…what are you-you waiting for?” he pants every word, squeezing his eyes shut a few times. 
 
    Fast and smooth, I sprint at him. I land a nice clean blow to the center of his face, causing his nose to explode. My knuckles pulsate but the pain goes away after a few seconds of flexing my hand.  
 
    “That’s it, My Little Pet!” Maksim chants in Russian. “Kill him!” 
 
    “Kill him?” I stop then to look at Maksim and James thumps me square in the face, knocking me clean into the air. 
 
    I'm in a haze for a moment, plummeting backward, wondering if Maksim actually wants me to kill James.  
 
    My back cracks when it hits the hard floor. I wince, arching over on my side.  
 
    Maksim's control over my mind doesn't always serve me well. One word—one click of his fingers—and I lose focus. 
 
    I don't want to kill my friend. I have to clarify this before I do.  
 
    Booting me in the stomach, James winds me. I cough up thick, warm blood, struggling to breathe for a second. I manage to wrap my arms around his ankles, ensuring he cannot kick me again.   
 
    “Not literally, Blaire!” Maksim shouts in Russian. “Fucking get up!” 
 
    James grabs a fist-full of my hair and pounds me in the face, sending shooting pains right through my skull. My head lashes back and forth, but I'm still here. I'm not out cold yet. 
 
    “Stop the fight!” someone yells. “Now, Maksim!” 
 
    “Just wait,” Maksim says. “Blaire, Podgotovsja! Konchaj yego!” 
 
    My senses come to attention.  
 
    Bent over me, James is weak in his stance. I dig my nails into the backs of his knees and yank him forward with a loud groan, dropping him on his ass. His grip still in my hair, he drags me forward with him, making my scalp tear. 
 
    He's trying to get up now, at the same time shoving me into the floor. 
 
    I fight to my feet, spin out of his grasp on my hair, and boot him where it hurts. 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” Cupping his crotch, he goes down like a sack of shit, all the color draining from his face.  
 
    I step back, panting like a wild cat, wiping damp strands of hair back out of my face. 
 
    “Finish him!” Maksim yells. 
 
    James wobbles to his feet, and I know this is my moment—any longer, and it'll be a bloodbath. I jump up into the air with facility, wrap my legs around his neck, and flip over to put him down completely. I land on the floor with open palms, and James' neck between my thighs. I use all my lower body weight to keep him facedown, tensing and gritting my teeth, pressing my hands into the cold wooden floors. The veins in my eyes feel like they might pop but I don't stop. I squeeze and squeeze and squeeze.  
 
    “Jesucristo!” someone shouts out. “I thought he had her!” 
 
    Gasping and wriggling, James tries to pry my legs open, digging his fingers into my flesh. It doesn’t work. I might be small but I'm strong.  
 
    “Davaj, devochka!” Maksim yells. “That's it girl. Put him to sleep!”  
 
    I do, my heart twisting with remorse. This doesn't happen often, me feeling a sense of guilt, but it's happening now.  
 
    I'm sorry. 
 
    After a few minutes, James falls limp in my thigh tight grasp. 
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    Gasping, I loosen my grip on James and roll onto my back, relieved the fight is over.  
 
    A round of applause breaks out, echoing through the large room. I don't soak up the ovation. Lost somewhere in my mind, I turn over onto my knees and push to my feet, lengths of hair sticking to my sweaty, bloody face. Standing there, I look down at James. He's battered, bruised, and bested. My chest aches at the sight of him.  
 
    I hate that Maksim makes us do this to each other. Training together in my apartment is fine because we stop when one calls for a ceasefire, but in moments like this, we have to fight until one is cataleptic, or worse. I've had to kill others to entertain many times before.  
 
    Charlie saunters toward me with a white towel in hand. He’s undone his ponytail, so his ink black hair curls around his neck and face. “Wipe yourself off,” he says softly to me, and shakes out the towel, I assume because I don't take it. I'm just glaring at him, a storm brewing inside me.  
 
    “What's with the silence? Hmm?” His blue eyes glow with uncertainty as they search mine. “Maksim said you can speak to me.” 
 
    I huff under my breath, amazed by his impudence. He goads Maksim into making me beat my friend half to death and wonders why I don't want to chat?  
 
    “I don't need that,” I refuse the towel. Crouching down, I pick up my friend from the floor, hooking my arms under his so I can drag him out to the car. 
 
    “Leave him,” Maksim says. 
 
    I glance up, my muscles straining under James' weight.   
 
    “Go on. Leave him where he is.” Maksim smiles at me with zealous wickedness, standing amid the other men who are patting him on the back.  
 
    “Okay,” I say softly and without thinking. “Sure.” I carefully put James back down on the ground and fold his hands across his chest.  
 
    “Don't worry,” Charlie whispers, draping the towel over his shoulder. “I'll put your friend in his car.” 
 
    “Don't you dare touch him,” I warn under my breath and stand up to him in defiance, barely coming up to his chest. I have no idea why I feel I can talk to him like this, but I do. “You asked for this.”  
 
    He hunches down so we're almost at eye level. “I just wanted to see what you're made of.”  
 
    “Well, now you've seen.” I'm trying to be sarcastic but I can't keep the misery out of my voice. “Happy?”  
 
    A lick of blood slithers down the side of my face, over my cheekbone. I catch it with a single finger and wipe it off on my trousers.   
 
    “You in a lot of pain?” Charlie lifts a hand to touch me, ignoring my question. “I can get you some painkillers if you need them?” 
 
    I bat away his hand with such force it makes a slapping sound. “I'm not allowed painkillers.”  
 
    His eyes widen. “Like hell you're not.” 
 
    I ball my trembling hands, the storm inside me whirling like a hurricane getting ready to explode. “Who are you to tell me what I can or cannot have?” I'm just about to tell Charlie to piss off and leave me alone, then—  
 
    “What are you two talking about?” Maksim asks, reminding me that Charlie and I are not alone, and James is still lying there at my feet.  
 
    On instinct, so I don't get in trouble, I say, “Charlie was just praising me, Cэp Maksim.” I give Charlie a desperate, knowing look.  
 
    “Sí, I was,” he concurs loud enough for all to hear, and then whispers, “For that, I want to talk to you before the night is over.”  
 
    I frown at him, maintaining eye contact. What could he possibly want to talk to me about?   
 
    There's a faint vibrating sound coming from his pocket. I realize it's his phone when he pulls it out.  
 
    “What?” he snaps to answer, without checking the screen to see who it is—and without looking away from me. 
 
    I’m the one to break eye contact. I blink about in a fluster, and he disappears through a doorway off the ballroom.  
 
    This is so weird. I've never lied to Maksim before, and I'd never be so blatant as to hold someone's gaze in front of my master. 
 
    “Come over here and have a drink, My Little Pet,” Maksim says. I’m assured by his relaxed tone of voice that he hasn't clocked onto anything.  
 
    I walk stolid across the room with a slight twinge in my back, smoothing scraps of hair back out of my face.  
 
    “Here you go.” He gives me his glass and smiles with obvious elation. “Drink up. It will make you feel better.” 
 
    I nod with a forced smile, taking the glass. It's cold against my palm and quite heavy. I scoop out a cube of ice and press it to my broken lip, blinking droplets of sweat over my lashes. Not just sweat. Blood. It makes my left eye sting.  
 
    “Told you she was good,” Umberto says, his chin doubled because he's staring down at me from at least six foot. 
 
    “Yes.” Rumo's eyes thin as he looks at me. “You should put her in the monthly fights at my farm, Maksim-Markov. We could make some serious money off of her.” 
 
    “No! No!” Maksim laughs, tipping up the glass to motion I have a sip. “It would be unfair to her opponents.”  
 
    The vodka burns my throat and makes me gasp a little.  
 
    “You can say that again,” Umberto says between chuckles. “Imagine, we would be accused of fixing the fights.” 
 
    Everyone but Carl laughs at his silly joke, and then Rumo says they should get back to playing poker. “Umberto now has an extra fifty thousand to burn as he bet on Blaire winning.”  
 
    Of course he did. I'm not sure he's ever missed one of my fights. 
 
    “Go put James in the car, My Little Pet.” Maksim leans in to kiss the wound on my eyebrow, causing me to wince internally. He then puts warm lips on my ear and whispers, “When you are done attending to James, meet me in the snooker room where we will be playing poker. Be cautious of Charlie if you run into him.” 
 
    Nodding, I pass him back the glass and walk over to James, a morsel of pain still in my back like needles in my spine. Must be due to landing on this hard floor.  
 
    James remains out cold. His hands are still folded over his chest. He's not moved an inch.  
 
    Poor guy. 
 
    I block out the sentiment of guilt. It's the last thing I need to be feeling right now. As I’m the only person inside Rumo’s house who can guard Maksim, I must keep my wits about me. 
 
    With both hands, I grab under James' arms. He's heavy like deadweight, so I use my lower body strength to move him.   
 
    Charlie appears in front of me, takes James' forearms, and attempts to throw him over his shoulder.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I snap, standing up straight. “Will you go away?” My eyes dart over to the doors. Fortunately, Maksim and his friends are out of sight.  
 
    “Dios mío, will you calm down?” Charlie glares at me, putting James back down on the floor. “I'm just helping you.” 
 
    “Helping me?” I squeak in shock, my hands trembling to hit him. “If you didn’t provoke Maksim, James wouldn't be lying here unconscious.” I'm struggling to keep my voice down, but he really gets under my skin. “Why don't you go play a hand of poker? Leave the hard work to those of us who have no other choice but to do the heavy lifting.”  
 
    “Why do you stay with Maksim?” he asks completely off topic, cocking his head.  
 
    I scoff. Another stupid question. He seems to be full of them.  
 
    “I know your friend here is fitted with a tracking device,” he says, waving a hand at James, “yet, you're not, and you stick around. Why is that?” 
 
    My jaw drops. He's been asking around about us? Not well enough though, it seems. I'm not fitted with a tracking device because I have my master's absolute trust. James is fitted with one because Maksim isn't a silly man. He knows that if James had half the chance, he'd try to run. It would be a foolish mistake, though. Maksim has the British government in his pocket because he brings millions to the economy with his trafficked girls. So if James ever did run, he'd be picked up by the police within the day.  
 
    “Why do you address Maksim with such insolence?” I say, putting Charlie under the spotlight. “Don't you think you ought to learn some respect?” 
 
    He snorts with affront. “Why would I speak up to someone with respect who is beneath me, hmm?” 
 
    I shake my head in obvious loathing, refusing to argue cat and dog style. “I don't know who you think you are...”  
 
    I grip my friend's ankles and haul him across the floor, toward the doors. Charlie takes James' wrists and lifts him off the ground, his arm muscles bulging with tension.  
 
    “Charlie,” I growl his name, curling my lips against my teeth. 
 
    “Look,” he says, releasing James again, “you can drag your friend out like a dead body, or you can let me help you.” Though he's giving me an option, his tone doesn't really leave any room for argument. “The choice is yours.” He snatches the towel off his shoulder and flings it at me. “Wipe your face. You're bleeding.” 
 
    Dropping James' legs, I catch the towel with both hands, wondering why he's doing this. Why is he provoking me? And why is he trying to help me?  
 
    Charlie nods at the towel and I don't know why, but I wipe my sweaty forehead before cleaning up my bloody mouth, wincing when I press it to my busted lip. I'm bleeding more than I thought. The white towel soaks through with claret.  
 
    Charlie walks up to me, his stride confident and unhesitant. Reaching out, he lifts my chin with a single finger, forcing us to look at each other. A rush of heat sweeps through me, making my skin flush, and then my stomach tingles with...I don't know.  
 
    I do nothing. I just stand there like a brainless statue. I manage to swallow past the restriction in my throat, but that’s it. 
 
    “Your eye is bleeding quite a lot,” he says softly, glancing between my eyes and my mouth. With his other hand, he covers mine where I'm holding the towel to my lip and forces me to press it to my eye, dabbing there.   
 
    It stings, but that isn't what's bothering me.  
 
    I back up out of his grip to put some well needed distance between us, unable to think or speak. I just look at him, unnerved.  
 
    He observes me from a few feet away, running his tongue across the sharp of his upper teeth. I'm sure he knows how he makes me feel when he touches me. I can see it in his eyes.  
 
    He nods a few times, as if confirming something to himself.  
 
    “What?” I say, but he doesn't answer me.  
 
    Breaking eye contact, he crouches, grips James around the waist, and tosses him over his shoulder. Straightening, he heads for the exit with steady grace, as if carrying a shopping bag rather than a fully grown man.  
 
    For a time, I'm frozen in the middle of the ballroom, watching him leave. What is it with the way he touches me? Why does he make me feel weird?  
 
    Tossing the towel on the floor, I jog through the house after him. Outside, the floodlights are beaming in full force. I squint, catching up with Charlie.  
 
    He seems to know exactly where he's going because he's heading straight for the SUV James arrived in. 
 
    “Open the back door,” he says, nodding at the car, so I do. He bends at the knees to put James across the back seats and tells the other two in the car to just let him rest. “If you give him water when he wakes up, make sure he takes it in small sips.”  
 
    “Eh, okay,” they say in unison, glancing at each other, then back at Charlie.  
 
    Now that James is safely in his car, I relax somewhat. I turn for the house, heading back to Maksim.  
 
    “Are you gonna answer my question?” Charlie says, walking up beside me. “I just had your back in there, so the least you could do is—” 
 
    “What question, Charlie?” 
 
    “Why'd you stay with Maksim? Why doesn't he insist you wear a tracking device?” 
 
    I roll my eyes, refusing to go there.  
 
    We jog up the porch steps together. 
 
    “Blaire?” He gently touches my arm.  
 
    “Are you stupid or just deaf?” I face him, then I step back because we're too close for comfort. “I'm not allowed to talk about Maksim. Do you want to get me the fucking whip?” 
 
    “He whips you?” Charlie says this like he's surprised, raising his eyebrows. “We'll have to remedy your situation then, won't we?” 
 
    “Fuck you.” I step for him, craning my head back so I can defiantly meet his wicked gaze. “Fuck you and whatever you're up to.” 
 
    He looks down on me like I'm small and harmless. “I'm not up to anything.” 
 
    I laugh under my breath, jabbing a finger at my temple. “You must think me a fool, Charlie.” 
 
    “Not at all. Far from it, actually.”  
 
    “Yes,” I huff at him, looking between his eyes as he looks between mine. “I've seen men like you my whole life. I know when one is up to no good.” 
 
    “I'm not up to anything. I'm just curious as to why a pretty girl like you who has immense discipline and fighting skills, bows to a motherfucker like Maksim.” His eyes pour over my body, and the lust that burns in his expression is back in full force. “It's crazy. I mean, look at you. How strong you are.” He gestures at me with a sturdy hand. “You could choose your own path, Blaire, and you damn well know it.” 
 
    I point at the ground between us. “This, is all I know. It's all I've ever known.”  
 
    Leaning down, putting us eye to eye, he whispers, “You can learn something new.” 
 
    “Oh?” I cross my arms, stepping away from him. “Because it's that easy, is it?” 
 
    “If you had me on your side, it'd be easy.” 
 
    I don't for a second entertain what he's offering. I'll never be ready to abandon Maksim.  
 
    “I'm going nowhere. I'm going nowhere until Maksim orders me away. Have you got that?” The veins in my neck tick. “Now, just leave me alone.”  
 
    He sidesteps me when I try to rush past him. 
 
    “Agh, why are you doing this to me?” I ask in frustration, uncrossing my arms to tense my fists at my sides. “Last night, you had Maksim send me home. Tonight, you're provoking him into making me fight, and then you almost call it off because you didn't want to see me half dead.” I air quote 'half dead'. I know it was him who shouted for Maksim to stop the fight. He's the only person I've ever heard address Maksim by only his first name. “And now, you're trying to influence me into turning my back on Maksim?” 
 
    “I'm not doing that.” The tranquil expression on his face makes my blood boil.  
 
    “Then what are you doing, Charlie Decena?” I have to squeeze out every word through clenched teeth. “Because I can't work you out.” 
 
    “Maybe I just think you are a waste as 'his little pet'.” He also uses air quotations, to mock me, I think.  
 
    “That's not an explanation for all your actions,” I say with anger. “Why won't you leave me alone?” 
 
    “Okay.” Shrugging and nodding at once, he gives in to me. “I don't think I need to explain why I made him send you home last night—no young girl wants to watch that perverted shit—and as for the fight tonight, I wouldn't have let it go too far. If I thought you was in trouble, I would've stopped it myself.” He sounds genuine, and given his actions, I think I believe him. But, I'm not sure. 
 
    Maybe I'm just too proud to admit to myself that I believe him. 
 
    “I can't be doing this.” I push him out of the way, using both hands to move his large body. “Maksim is waiting for me.” As I walk past him, he grabs my wrist, forcing me to gasp in anger.   
 
    “Don't do that, Charlie,” I warn, looking down at his hand wrapped around my wrist. “I don't want to hurt you.” 
 
    He yanks me into him with powerful force, causing my head to snap back. “I'm not afraid of you, Blaire,” he whispers in my face, his brandy seasoned breath warm on my cheeks.  
 
    I glance between his blue eyes, fear and fury surging through me. “You should be.” 
 
    We're like this for a moment, staring at each other in a power standoff—before I realize all of Maksim's men are surrounding us in the SUVs. They can see what's going on.  
 
    I'm going to get in trouble if Charlie doesn't back off.   
 
    “Blaire, listen to me—”  
 
    “Let me go,” I say to cut him off. “Please, Charlie. All of Maksim's men are here, and they're probably watching. Just let me go.” 
 
    He frees me then, without hesitation. I stumble back a step and hug my middle, letting out the breath I've been holding.  
 
    “You don't have to go back in there,” he says, shoving his hands in his jeans pockets. “My car's over there. You can come and work for me if you want. You can utilize yourself in a better way, Blaire. You don't have to live like an emotionless robot.” 
 
    There it is. The way the world sees me. 
 
    “You know nothing about me,” I say, boldly meeting his gaze. “You know nothing about what I've been through or what I feel.” There's so much more that I want to say to him, but I won't. I won't let him break me down because Maksim will only have to put me back together again. “Leave me alone, Charlie.”  
 
    My eyes on the ground, I walk past him, through the welcome hall and into the snooker room where I take my position next to Maksim.  
 
    My hands are shaking like crazy. I hide them behind my back, gathering my composure.  
 
    “Do you think Charlie will attend?” Umberto says, blathering on about some party Maksim is holding next week. I don't pay attention to the rest of their conversation. It dawns on me that I didn't once attack Charlie for touching me. No one but Maksim has ever laid a finger on me without reaping my wrath. 
 
    My head is a vapor of confusion. I don't get this.  
 
    Maybe I didn't attack because Maksim said in his office that I'm not allowed to fight Charlie. I put it down to that. It's the only thing that makes sense.  
 
    “My Little Pet,” Maksim says, and when I look up, I see he's proffering my gun.  
 
    Taking it, I nod by way of respect.  
 
    Charlie returns around ten minutes later, his ink black hair a little ruffled, as if he's been running his fingers through the glossy strands.  
 
    “Where were you?” Carl asks, examining Charlie as he takes to his seat. “We've been waiting.” 
 
    “I was helping Señorita Blaire with James.” He scoops up his cards from the table, focusing his attention. “We can get on with the game now.” 
 
    “You helped My Little Pet with James?” Maksim raises his eyebrows at Charlie, then he peers back at me with the same shocked expression on his iron face. “Ohhh, isn't that nice, Blaire?” 
 
    I flinch, and my bones chill from the tone of his voice. He isn't happy. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    The rest of the night goes by smoothly, thankfully, and Charlie doesn't say another word to me.  
 
    The men talk business and ask Charlie to attend the next poker game. He says he will if he's in town, which pleases Carl. “I can't guarantee anything. I've got a lot of work that needs my focus.” 
 
    I'm glad to hear that he might be leaving. He's causing too much bother around me. He's fucking with my chi. 
 
    By the time the clock strikes four A.M., I'm relieved the game is over. We're all leaving to go home.  
 
    At the front doors, while Rumo is bidding us all goodbye, Charlie gives me this weird look, blatantly staring at me in front of everyone.   
 
    “We still on for tomorrow then, Charlie?” Carl repeats his question because Charlie isn't paying attention. He's just...well, he's looking at me with his hands shoved in his jeans pockets.  
 
    I disregard his scrutiny and link arms with Maksim because he's out of his mind drunk. I help him stagger across the driveway and into my car. When he's slumped in the passenger seat, I slip into the driver's seat, fire up the engine, and reverse out of the driveway.  
 
    “Here you go.” He passes me a bundle of cash for fighting. He always pays me for what I do, which is sort of odd, given he doesn't pay James.  
 
    “Thank you, Cэp Maksim.” Leaning over him, I click open the glove compartment and shove the bundle inside. Then I steer out of the suburban street with the security detail on our trail.  
 
    “My friend Charlie has taken a liking to you,” Maksim says. I can feel his golden eyes on my face, scanning my reaction. 
 
    “I wouldn't know,” I lie for the second time tonight, my expression impassive. I'm not sure Charlie's reasons are genuine, but he's definitely pursuing me. I'm not an idiot.  
 
    “You would tell me if he tried anything with you, wouldn't you, My Little Pet?” 
 
    My stomach twists with disloyalty. It's almost crushing. I should tell Maksim about the things Charlie said to me. That he's curious and that I can choose my own path if I really wanted to. That he'd be on my side. But I just...I just can't. I've never kept anything from Maksim before, but this, what Charlie and I spoke about, it feels weirdly private. And, I don't want to go over it at all, if I'm truly honest. I don't want to analyze. I just want to forget. I want Charlie to piss off back to wherever he came from so my life can go back to normal.  
 
    “After I've broken his nose for touching me,” I say in response to Maksim's question, blank of emotion, “of course.”  
 
    That makes him laugh, though in a lazy manner since he's tired. 
 
    “You are a good, loyal, little pet.” He snuggles down in his coat and rests his eyes. I cannot help thinking over what he just said. Charlie has taken a liking to you.  
 
    The man is out to cause trouble. I know it. I wish I knew why.  
 
    “Do you have anything you want to ask?” Maksim says in a sleepy voice. 
 
    There's a million things I want to ask, but only one question makes sense. I brace myself for a blow as I say, “Who is Charlie exactly?” 
 
    The blow doesn't come. Maksim doesn't move in his seat.  
 
    He's quiet for a while. I train my attention on the road, so I don't look too interested.  
 
    “Remember last month?” he says in time. “Tatiana and I had you study Mexico and the Los Zetas?” 
 
    Tatiana is his boss—and more, the Russian Mafia leader. She never makes an appearance unless it’s absolutely necessary, and that’s only ever when she needs to cause bloody murder.  
 
    I nod when Maksim looks at me, then I turn right onto the highway.  
 
    “Charlie Decena is the son of the man who first deserted his army rank and created the Los Zetas.” Maksim doesn't sound too comfortable speaking about this. He pauses every so often. “They are considered the most dangerous criminal organization in the world. It is famous for their torture techniques and power throughout Southern America.” 
 
    That explains the American accent with a touch of Latin.  
 
    “Charlie in particular is known famously for his wicked torture techniques,” Maksim continues. “He likes to break women down with pleasure and pain, always ensuring their humanity remains intact—you know, sort of like how I taught you to murder women while they stare at photos of their children?” Maksim laughs like he's proud of this, his voice a bit croaky. “Women are nothing if not weak when it comes to humanity.” 
 
    I cannot relate to this, so I don't ponder over it too much.  
 
    “And the men?” I ask, swerving into the fast lane. “How does he torture men?” 
 
    Maksim stares at me with grave, golden eyes. “He will chop off their cocks inch by inch, and so slowly that time feels like it no longer exists.” 
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    After a long, emotionally grueling weekend of watching Maksim's back, I return home and try for the fifteen minutes Charlie wants to shut down London.  
 
    James texts to say he's okay, informing me that he has a few broken ribs, bruised kidneys, and a bloody, messed up face. He'll be right as rain in a few weeks.  
 
      
 
    You know I'm sorry, don't you? 
 
      
 
    Though I never usually would, I text him back. I just feel so guilty about what I did. It's fucking weird. I never feel guilt for anything. I don't know what's sparking my emotions. 
 
      
 
    I know you're sorry. Don't worry about me. I'm fine. And I hope that you are too. Text or call if you need me. 
 
      
 
    That makes me smile, a little. Hopefully by the time I see him again, he'll look as good as new and this frustrating guilty feeling will leave me the hell alone.   
 
    Putting everything and everyone out of my mind, I focus on the job at hand, working my butt off in my office.  
 
    I'm exhausted by day three.  
 
    The swelling on my left eye and lip has gone down a bit, so I'm almost back to normal. Well, physically I am. Mentally, I'm fucked.  
 
    Regardless, I continue punching in codes and filling London's CCTV system with glitches so I can take over it, but by the end of the week, it's confirmed that it is impossible to grasp fifteen minutes. When the system locks me out, that's it, and it's always at eleven minutes.  
 
    I can do no more, and my time to try is up.  
 
    Two hours it takes me to work up the courage to call Maksim, two bloody hours, because I know he's going to punish me for failing.  
 
    And I'm not wrong. 
 
    He isn't happy when I lie and say that I need another week, that I only have eleven minutes—I'm just trying to spare my ass some time. He curses through the phone in Russian, telling me, “Charlie will lose it if we don't give him what he needs, Blaire. Do you understand that? Do you fucking understand what he'll do to me? To us? Pizdets!” He screams with fury. “This is the fucking end!” 
 
    I'm quiet throughout the whole ordeal, shitting bricks. Once he's finished yell-rambling, he hangs up on me. He shows up at my apartment half an hour later, as I knew he would. Punishing me in my own home is his way of letting me know that while I don't live with him, I can't escape him.  
 
    Three loud knocks echo through my personal space. My heart is racing. My palms are sweating, and my mouth is so dry.   
 
    With a trembling hand, I open the front door to him and stand there with as much innocence as I can conjure up, sinking into my shoulders and my waist length hair.  
 
    He looks the part in a sharp gray suit paired with a crisp white shirt, but that's where his customary, docile facade ends. His eyes flair with disappointment as he looks down at me, shaking his head.  
 
    This isn't good. 
 
    Though Maksim sometimes beats me to teach me a lesson, he never looks disappointed with me.  
 
    He must really be scared of Charlie.  
 
    “You don't often let me down, My Little Pet.” His lips curl against natural white teeth. “I'm very, very unhappy with you.”  
 
    I drop my eyes to the floor so my hair curtains my face, mentally blocking out what's to come. He's an unpredictable sadist. One minute he'll whip me, and the next he'll drown me—or worse, he’ll burn me.  
 
    I hope he'll just whip me today.  
 
    Reaching out, he grabs my wrist and drags me through the living area, into my bedroom. I stumble to keep up with him, my naked feet slapping against the marble floors.  
 
    By the floor to ceiling windows opposite my bed, he twirls me around to face him, knocking me off balance.  
 
    “You know what happens next,” he warns, then he orders in Russian, “On all fours with your trousers and panties down!”  
 
    When he lets go of my wrist, my thoughts go white. I scramble to obey, dropping to my hands and knees. Without shame—Maksim has seen my unclothed body more times than I care to remember—my sports trousers come down, then my underwear. I must leave them around my knees, I've always thought because the elastic in my trousers ties my knees together.  
 
    Cool air breezes through my thighs, blowing over my naked sex. A hand lifts up my t-shirt and bunches it around my waist, then a single finger runs over the scars on my back. I shiver quietly, holding myself up on all fours.  
 
    “Podgotovsja!” Maksim yells from behind for me to prepare, his voice resonating through the double height room.  
 
    I do. I try to relax as best as I can but it's so difficult.  
 
    The seconds tick by. I'm counting in my head. One. Two. Three. Four. I imagine he's standing there looking at my scars and at my naked ass like a hungry man starved of rage. There's nothing more in this world Maksim enjoys over inflicting pain.  
 
    He fumbles with his belt, and I can tell he's using both hands. I've seen and listened to him do this for ten years.   
 
    Though I'm relieved that he's only going to belt me, the sound of metal clanging against metal makes me cringe, sending me into some dark place in my mind.  
 
    White thoughts. Focus on your white thoughts. It's so hard. If there's ever a sound I'd love never to hear again, it's that.  
 
    He pulls his belt free with a loud, woosh. I cower to brace myself, letting my hair curtain my face, the ends dripping over the floor. 
 
    The first whip whistles through the air, then a powerful SMACK rings right through me. I jump subconsciously, a desperate scream stuck in my throat preventing my ability to breathe for a moment.  
 
    My head rushes with the lack of oxygen. He gives me a moment, and I somehow manage to suck in a lung full of air.  
 
    “Podgotovsja!” he yells again for me to prepare.  
 
    I squeeze my eyes and my teeth shut, fisting my fingers and my toes. 
 
    Wa-tch! 
 
    I jolt in my own skin.  
 
    “Podgotovsja!” 
 
    Wa-tch! 
 
    “Podgotovsja!” 
 
    Wa-tch! 
 
    My ass and the backs of my thighs are on fire, each welt throbbing. But I don't move, nor do I cry out, even while tears swim in my eyes. I just take the beating, going into a numb zone.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    Eleven strikes in succession, Maksim groaning after each one, and then it's over.  
 
    I almost pass out with relief that it's over. My head swims with endorphins. I take deep, steady breaths now that I can, blinking away the black spots in my vision.  
 
    The belting wasn't that bad. I've suffered much, much worse. If anything, I think Maksim has been too soft on me.  
 
    “One more week, Blaire,” he says, leaning over me from behind. The buttons on his suit are cold against my naked, wounded flesh. “If you do not successfully attain fifteen minutes, this”—he rubs my ass with a rough, open palm, starting with my left cheek, and then my right, making me wince—“will be child's play compared to how I will punish you.” 
 
    The next breath I take in swells in my throat. He's been soft with me so the next hiding takes full effect. Now it makes sense.  
 
    “I want to see you at my house on Saturday at nine P.M.,” he whispers, a Russian gargle in each of his words. “My driver will collect you from here.” 
 
    Saturday is exactly one week from today. I'm petrified. I'll never have his fifteen minutes, and I know that what he says is the truth. This was child's play compared to what he's going to do to me. 
 
    “You understand, Blaire?”  
 
    “Ye-yes, Cэp Maksim.”  
 
    “Good. You can pull up your clothes, My Little Pet.” 
 
    Under his tall frame because he's still towering over me, I pull down my t-shirt, then pull up my underwear and trousers.  
 
    Maksim stands back when I'm fully clothed, ordering, “Get up.” 
 
    Pushing to my feet, I grimace, grinding my teeth because my clothes chafe against my red and sore behind. Yeah, it wasn't that harsh of a beating but it still stings.  
 
    “Here, My Little Pet.” Maksim passes me a bottle of cream from his suit jacket pocket. Hunching down, he kisses my face, pressing his lips to the sharp of my cheekbone. “So you can focus on the job and not your pain. You know the drill. Apply three times a day.”  
 
    His arms wrap around me, burying my face in his warm chest, sheathing me in the smell of burnt brut. I remain as still as a rock, empty of emotion, my hands hanging by my sides. I'm used to this for this is how Maksim comes. A beating follows disobedience and tenderness follows brutality. It's always been this way.  
 
    “You know,” he husks out, brushing down the back of my hair over the curves of my spine, “if you want to make me happy again, why don't you get on your knees, My Little Pet?” 
 
    My heart leaps into my throat, but I obey. Shutting my eyes, I slide through his embrace, down to my knees, and reach for the zipper of his trousers with one hand, squeezing the bottle of cream in my other. I will myself not to think about it while he strokes the top of my head. If I hurry, it'll be over.  
 
    “Cэp Maksim,” I hear from behind, and my heart sinks.  
 
    “Ahhh, My Pet,” Maksim purrs. “What a surprise.” 
 
    I glance over to see James standing in the doorway, dressed in his black combat gear. In a panic, I try to check out his face to see if he's okay but I'm too guilty-nervous. I know what happens next.  
 
    “I'm sorry,” he says, lifting a defensive hand. “I didn't know you were here. I just wanted to check in on Blaire because I haven't heard from her in a while.” 
 
    “Ohhh, of course you did, My Pet.” Maksim chuckles with dark desire, and I feel him stare down at me as he whispers, “Always just in time, isn't he, Blaire?”  
 
    I flinch against my given name. He shoves my head back, forcing me to fall on my sore ass. The bottle drops out of my hand with a light thud and rolls away under my bed. I consider crawling after it, but end up cuddling myself, gazing straight-faced at the floor. I'm pushing filthy images of him fucking James from my mind. He often makes me watch, but James says it's okay because at least I'm safe from Maksim's sexual attention.  
 
    It's quiet for a moment, bar the blood roaring in my ears. I expect they're exchanging knowing looks.  
 
    “Why don't you have Blaire make you some lunch, Cэp Maksim?” James comes up to us with artificial confidence. “I'll see to you.” 
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    My eyes are heavy, and my body is lethargic. I've not slept properly in two days. I've been studying to the ends of the earth on The Dark Web for a way to gain complete control of London's CCTV system because my hacking skills have proved useless. As I feared, there's no way, so I'm here at Maksim's house in his office to collect my punishment. Hopefully, if it's brutal, he'll knock me out cold and I won't feel anything 
 
    Hopefully.  
 
    “I can do only eleven minutes, Cэp Maksim,” I confess, standing with my head down. “I'm sorry.”  
 
    “Only eleven minutes?”  
 
    “Yes,” I whisper, glancing up at him from beneath my lashes.  
 
    He's slouched back in his chair, behind his desk, hands clasped together in his lap.  
 
    “I'm really sorry, Cэp Maksim.”  
 
    “Oh, I'm sure you are, My Little Pet.” 
 
    Dropping my gaze, because I can't stand that half amused, half thwarted expression on his face, I kneel before his desk so he can hit me. I squeeze my eyes shut to brace myself. He warned me last week that this punishment would be brutal. I'm horrified to think about what he's going to do. The worse thing he's ever done was brand my skin. I passed out on the dining room table, only to be woken up in a bathtub full of freezing cold water.  
 
    The cold water hurt more than when he burned me, bizarrely so.  
 
    I can't go through that again. It was torture. I can't even explain what the recovery was like. My skin felt hot, irritated, and stretched out every time I moved my back. 
 
    “Stand up,” Maksim says.   
 
    With my eyes still on the floor, I do, but I almost lose my balance because I'm shaking like a leaf.  
 
    “You know, My Little Pet”—his husky voice makes me shiver—“as a child, when I failed to do what was asked of me, my parents would brutally rape me to teach me a lesson.” 
 
    Is that what he's going to do, rape me?  
 
    I remember the way he looked at me when he was fucking that Albanian girl at the Asian Prince's party the other week. This has to be his next move. Nothing else makes sense.  
 
    I'm not scared if it is time for him to have me. I've always known this day would come.  
 
    “But I wouldn't do that to you,” he tells me. “Not brutally, anyway. You mean more to me than I meant to my parents.” 
 
    I pull my eyebrows together, wondering where he's going with this. 
 
    “There are other ways to teach you a lesson,” he says, and then he's quiet. The creaking sound of a chair makes me flinch, then a heavy hand lands on my shoulder. “Charlie Decena will have to make the most of eleven minutes. Look at me, My Little Pet.”  
 
    I lift my lashes to find his golden gaze. 
 
    “Is there anything you need?” he asks, a peculiar, evil expression on his face. “Or any questions you wish to ask?” 
 
    “Um...I might need a few extra computers, just if I get locked out of the CCTV system when I perform the job.” 
 
    “Of course.” He leans down and says in my ear, “I'll have them set up in your apartment for when you execute the job.” He kisses the side of my face with hard lips. “Now, you should go tell Charlie of your equal success and failure. He is out back.”  
 
    Great.  
 
    Coming down from the rush of fear that he was going to hit me, I nod, turn on my heel, and get the hell out of his office before he changes his mind and gives me a good bloody hiding. I follow the pounding music down the hallway to the kitchen. It's packed with half naked girls dancing all over the place in a drunken state, and an assortment of men whose eyes are glazed over. They're drugged up off powdery cocaine, mountains of it scattered across the white worktops and the dining table by the back doors. 
 
    I continue through the kitchen in search of Charlie. One guy, I can never remember his fucking name, smirks at me as I pass him. “When is Maksim-Markov going to give it up already?” he says, watching me with glossy eyes as he leans over the kitchen worktop on his elbows. 
 
    I don't even look at him. I round the dining table, shoulder barging the girls who smell sweet with perfume, and steal through the French doors. 
 
    Outside, my breath mists the cold night. A few more of Maksim's friends surround the illuminated swimming pool in the heart of the patio area. I also note James, who nods at me from the other side of the pool. He's dressed in his combat uniform, standing about with his work partners, Oliver and Shane. I lift my hand in a small wave. A gentle smile reaches his candid, affectionate eyes. Fuck. His eyes are a little black and blue. He's still bruised from our fight, dark green-gray patches marring his cheeks and his nose.  
 
    I remember what he did for me last week as if it happened just moments ago. He let Maksim fuck him in an attempt to spare me of sexual attention. 
 
    Overwhelmed with guilt, I have to shut off my thoughts and emotions. I can't think about how bad I feel for him. I have to endure Charlie Decena soon.  
 
    To the left of the pool, Maksim's dogs—his girls—stand on all fours with leashes around their necks. They're all naked. Some of them are absolutely petrified, crying and cringing from Maksim's friends who are copping a feel. The other girls aren’t bothered. They seem used to what's happening to them, staring ahead blankly. 
 
    As usual, I fight to ignore my instincts telling me to teach these perverted bastards a lesson. I'd tear them all apart single-fucking-handed.   
 
    I go over to James so I can quickly say hello, and nod with respect to Oliver and Shane. They return my gesture before walking off, I assume to give James and me a moment.  
 
    “Hey.” James smiles down at me, and also offers up his beer. “It's still cold.”  
 
    “No. You keep it,” I say softly. I can't seem to return his affectionate smile. He looks a mess. His left eye is bloodshot from the impact of my punches.  
 
    My eyes crinkle with guilt.  
 
    “Don't worry”—reaching out, he gives my hand a squeeze—“it's all superficial. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” I lie, noticing he's got red strangle marks around his neck. “I'm fine.” I look down at my feet, then back up at him. “I can't stop. I have to...” I gesture out, “you know? I just wanted to make sure.” 
 
    “I know.” There's that sincere smile again. I wish he wouldn't do that. It makes me feel like crap. 
 
    Leaving James, I go off and find Charlie at the other side of the pool. He's wearing jeans over white trainers and a black round-neck t-shirt that hugs his masculine body. His hair is tied back. The silvery-blue water reflects on his handsome face, lighting up his olive skin, shimmering against that perfect black hair. He's got his arm around a blonde who is wearing a white bikini. She has to be cold. It's freezing out here. I know she is because her nipples are like bullets and goose pimples are racing down her arms.  
 
    Charlie is whispering something in her ear, making her giggle like a frivolous teenager. Even the other girls standing about him are giggling, indulging him. 
 
    “Iisos Khristos,” I scoff to myself in Russian, continuing for him.  
 
    To think that most women are like this, giddy to the sweet nothings, makes me want to vomit. A man would have to work a lot harder than that to make me laugh. Mind you, no man has ever made me laugh before. 
 
    When I reach him, I ask, “Can I speak to you for a moment, Charlie?” We meet each other's gaze, and I add, “In private?” 
 
    I'm surprised that I'm not anxious to see him. If anything, I'm grateful that I have to endure his disappointment as oppose to Maksim's.  
 
    The girls surrounding Charlie raise their eyebrows at me, affronted that I would even attempt to approach him. I'm fully clothed in black sports trousers, trainers, and my leather jacket, hardly dressed for the occasion.  
 
    I don't bother returning their gestures of abhorrence. Enough blood will be spilled tonight. My blood, probably.  
 
    One of the girls seems to know exactly who I am, because she tells the others to look away. “Say nothing,” she urges.   
 
    “Hello, Señorita Blaire.” Charlie's Latin seasoned voice is soft and inviting. It reminds me of Hannibal Lector. 
 
    He scans my appearance, just like he always does, a dirty grin twitching at the corner of his mouth.  
 
    The blonde under his arm doesn't know whether to glare at me or him, her eyes flickering between us.  
 
    I don't react to his intense, penetrating gaze. Or I try not to. I cannot control my cheeks. I strive to appear impassive, with my hands in my leather jacket pockets.  
 
    “Sure you can speak to me,” he rasps out eventually, taking his arm from around the blonde. With his hair tied back, his features are sharper and harder. He's so handsome, and for some bizarre reason, I can't help imagining he's tan all over.  
 
    Stop imagining, I admonish myself internally.  
 
    “Hey,” the blonde grips his arm, rubbing her hip against his cock, “you're coming back, right?” 
 
    Charlie gives her a deadly stare and snatches her hand off his arm, before he pushes her back a step. She stumbles to find her balance, so stunned by his dominant-aggressive behavior that she just gawps at him. I'm not stunned. Men like him are often assholes.  
 
    I lead the way into the house with cool composure, through the luminous white kitchen.  
 
    “Look at that tight little ass,” that fucking guy is still going on. “Maksim-Markov really does have to give it up.” 
 
    “What'd you just say?” Charlie asks, and the kitchen pauses in silence.  
 
    I peer back on instinct. Charlie is glaring at that guy with evil authority. His eyebrows are so furrowed that he looks wickedly dark.   
 
    “I-I wasn't talking to you, man.” That guy shakes his head, lifting self-protective hands. “S-sorry.” 
 
    “Keep your fucking mouth shut.” Charlie stalks up to him and points a steady finger in his face. “You understand that, boy?” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I carry on through the kitchen and into the living room so we can be alone and undisturbed. Charlie's heavy footsteps follow me in.  
 
    “What'd you want to speak about in private, Blaire?” 
 
    “I can do no more than eleven minutes,” I say while facing him. I just want to get this over with so I can go home. “I'm sorry, Charlie, as is Maksim.”  
 
    Charlie stops right in front of me, literally. We're toe to toe. My eyes are level with his chest. He doesn't say anything for a moment, and my anxiety peaks because I can sense he's staring down at me. I fight for my composure, thinking about being at home reading or something. It's easier to control my mental state if I'm not spiritually near him.  
 
    Lifting a hand, he runs a thumb over my jaw line, using the sharp of his nail when he reaches my chin. I'm mentally back in the room now. His touch seems to ignite my body. Hairs raise and my blood pumps a little faster.  
 
    I don't understand this, the sensation of when he touches me. No one but Maksim has ever touched me like this before. No one but Maksim is allowed to touch me. 
 
    In the moment of thinking about my master, I aim to slap Charlie's hand away, that black switch going off in my head, but it's Charlie's voice that stops me in my tracks. “Maksim told you, Blaire, fifteen minutes,” he whispers, his voice deeper than usual. It somehow carries above the music coming from the kitchen. 
 
    Lifting my shoulders, I repeat, “I'm sorry, Charlie.” I don't sound like myself. I sound a little breathless, and anxious. “I can't give you what I don't have.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Stepping forward, he practically puts us flush against each other.  
 
    I scowl up at him, defiantly meeting those powerful blue eyes. Why does he do this, ensure close proximity?  
 
    I step back, but he steps forward, smirking. Another step, and another, until I'm pressed against the wall. Charlie cages me in from the front, and his legs are slightly open as if he's readying himself for a fight. I can feel the warmth from his large body, and smell the clean muskiness of his skin. It's all so bizarrely inviting. 
 
    “No one is allowed to touch me,” I counsel him with all the will I have, lifting my chin so I can hold his consuming gaze. He towers over me by at least eight, maybe ten inches, but I'm not afraid of him. He knows I'm not. He smiles down at me, and I'm not sure, but I think he looks excited.  
 
    “Maksim will let me touch you,” he says, matter of fact.  
 
    My heart stutters. I know where he's going with this. I can see desire burning in his eyes.  
 
    To steer clear of a conflict, I try to walk past him, but he grabs my wrist in a solid grip. A black switch goes off in my mind and all I can hear are Maksim's words echoing. No one is allowed to touch you, ever. No one but me, My Little Pet. He's told me this for years. He used to play a recorder on repeat while I slept until his words sunk into my subconscious. That's why I live to serve him.  
 
    I smirk back at Charlie. “You shouldn't have done that.” 
 
    He flicks up his eyebrows to challenge me.  
 
    I twist out of his grasp so fast that I land on my knees and elbow him in the nuts. He gasps out, doubling over, and lands on his hands. “Fuck!” 
 
    I sprint forward and stand, turning around to face him. He lunges at me before I can register he is on his feet. He grabs my throat, runs back with me while groaning in anger, and slams me against the wall.  
 
    “Ah!” I gasp on impact, closing and opening my eyes, gripping his wrist with both hands.  
 
    He laughs in my face. “I'm not your little friend, James.”  
 
    I choke in his grasp, my head getting dizzy, then I whack the inside of his elbow to buckle his arm.  
 
    “Neither am I.” I draw back and punch him in the face, causing his nose to burst open. 
 
    He isn't bothered. He tries to grab me again but I fight him off, cross-whacking his hands away, but he keeps coming at me. I've nowhere to go, so I boot him in the stomach with lower body force. He bends over, winded, and I try to dash out of the living room but he fists the back of my hair. 
 
    “Aargh!” I spin around and pound at his chest, forcing him to free me. I can't go too crazy. Maksim is going to kill me for this as it is.  
 
    When Charlie is a few feet away, forced back by my attack, I jump up on one foot to kick him in the face with my other. He catches my ankle and yanks me forward. 
 
    “Awh!” I grimace as my back slams against the hard marble floor.  
 
    I don't let my pain take over my process. I bolt upright and snatch for his hand on my ankle but right now, he's quicker than I am. I'm not on par tonight. He catches my wrist, still gripping my ankle in his other hand, and manages to flip me over so my face is sliding against the cold floor.  
 
    “That's more like it,” he says in my ear with humor. He battles to get both my arms behind my back and holds them there in one of his hands. He then grabs a fist-full of my hair, hauls me to my feet like this, and turns me around so I'm facing him. I hiss against the discomfort, struggling to free at least one of my hands from his but my efforts are useless.  
 
    He bends at the knees, nearly putting us eye to eye. I have no choice but to stand here against him. If I fight while in this position and he pushes my arms up my back, they'll snap.  
 
    “You're fast.” He tugs on my hair to make me look at him, bending my neck back. His chest is hard against my breasts, crushing me to him.  
 
    I pant angrily, a little out of sorts. If only I had grabbed my gun and shot this bastard. 
 
    Through heavy eyes, he glances between my eyes and my mouth. Then smirks like he's won. “Tell me, Señorita Blaire, why shouldn't I have done that?” He's enjoying this. I just now realize.  
 
    Is this what he wanted? To fight me?   
 
    I glare at him with wrath, at the stark perfection of his face. He's so fucking handsome it's stupid, even with his nose running red, smothering his top lip. His eyes are the most perfect shade of blue, darker under this light. His olive skin is flawless, begging to be marked.  
 
    “You really are a bonita little thing,” he whispers, his expression softening as he tips his head.   
 
    Are we thinking the same thing, of each other's beauty?  
 
    “I've never seen a girl so pale with a million freckles who is so wildly pretty.” He leans down, putting us nose to nose.  
 
    “You need to let me go,” I say in a panic, trying to shove away from him because he's going to try and kiss me.  
 
    He pushes my arms further up my back. I wince, squeezing my face in agony. My arms feel like they're going to pop out of their sockets. 
 
    “Stop fighting,” he says, then his lips seal over mine, catching my pleading, no! 
 
    Everything goes blank. I can't see a thing, nor can I breathe. The air is caught in my throat.  
 
    Charlie is surprisingly gentle in taking my mouth, humming with pleasure, his lips soft and full. I think about biting his tongue as it probes tenderly at my mouth, but I don't. I just keep my lips together, basking in the sensations of his smooth face on mine, his tongue doing this mind-blowing, slow licking thing across my upper lip.  
 
    My veins buzz with unfamiliar sensations, every inch of my body inundated with...I don't fucking know. I'm so—  
 
    In my entire life of battle and blood, I've never, ever, felt anything like this before. 
 
    “C'mon, Blaire,” he rasps. His breath smells like brandy, spicy and hot. “Let that wrought iron guard down.”  
 
    I shake my head, trying to keep my lips shut but it's so hard. My body wants this—everything that can be puckered, is—while my mind is screaming for me to shut down and attack. 
 
    “You'll let me kiss you.” His smooth face rubs across mine as he puts his mouth to my ear, breathing heavily, making me quiver from head to toe. “If you don't, I'll bend you over that sofa and fuck you right in the ass.” 
 
    Fear belts through me, and my eyes fly open. We look at each other for a split second, like there's nothing else in the world but us. His face is dark with lust. His eyes almost look black because his pupils are dilated. 
 
    A luring smile spreads across his face, drawing me into the darkness that is him. I gasp, horrified this is happening. I cannot help my panic. Maksim has never prepared me for anything like this.  
 
    Charlie takes the opportunity to invade me as I gasp. Tipping his head to the side, he dips his tongue in my mouth, moaning with satisfaction. He tastes me in endless, leisurely licks, causing something hot and heavy to gather between my legs.  
 
    My toes curl in my trainers while my stomach is flipping. 
 
    His blood tastes metallic. His lips are softer than I ever could have imagined, but demanding, making mine swell. 
 
    “You're sweet,” he says in my mouth, massaging his tongue over mine. “Eso es bueno. So, fucking, sweet.” 
 
    “Charlie,” I squeeze out his name, but before I can say anything more, he closes his mouth completely over mine, making us airtight. He groans with such passion. The sound vibrates through his chest and mine. 
 
    Now, I'm throbbing between my legs—it's the most confusing feeling—and there's warm liquid in my underwear. I've definitely not felt this before. Yes, Maksim has made me please him. He's made me suck his cock or milk him while he kisses me. And yes, I felt a little warm at times. But this is on another level.  
 
    Divorcing everything I know, I find myself melting in Charlie's arms, almost buckling at the knees. I even think I moan. I hate that, but I can't help it.  
 
    “That's it,” he rasps out. Letting go of my arms, he holds me around the waist in one arm and yanks me up so my feet aren't touching the floor, making me squeal in shock. He puts us chest to chest. His is pure, solid muscle and his heart is pounding.  
 
    So, it's not just me. 
 
    He keeps his other hand in my hair at the back of my head, holding us mouth to mouth, but right now, I don't mind. The pinching in my scalp is the only thing telling me that this is real. 
 
    I put my tiny hands on his shoulders and kiss him back, just how he's kissing me, carefully and avidly. Our lips mold as one. Our tongues dance over each other’s in a twisted game of seduction.  
 
    I could happily get lost in him.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    Someone whistles from behind us, startling me.   
 
    “She's off limits, my friend.”  
 
    It's Maksim. 
 
    My heart explodes in my chest. 
 
    Yanking up my knee, I try to hit Charlie in the kahunas but he anticipates my move, blocking my attack with his leg. He laughs in my mouth, pressing one last peck to me, smothering me in his blood. “I like you,” he says quietly, so quiet in fact that Maksim cannot hear him. 
 
    Slowly and warily, he puts me down on wobbly legs and steps back, holding out his hands as if I might attack him again. I'm not going to. I couldn't even if Maksim ordered me to. I'm in an odd state. My body is aching for Charlie's warmth and his scent, and most of all, his touch.  
 
    What the fuck is this? 
 
    I'm confused with what he makes me feel. I know I have to obey Maksim and all his requests. I know to risk my life for Maksim. I'm wired to attack anyone who touches me, anyone but Maksim, but I didn't fight Charlie when he kissed me. I guess I let him. 
 
    My thoughts are driving me nuts. I know nothing of this...this...I don't even know what the fuck this is! 
 
    “She got you good.” Maksim laughs with blatant amusement. “Don't take it personally, my friend. My little pet is trained to takedown anyone who touches her without my permission.” 
 
    “Why is she off limits?” Charlie prowls over to Maksim, who is standing in the doorway looking at me. I cannot see that he's looking at me. I just know.  
 
    I wipe my lips with a single finger, relishing in the sight of Charlie's blood coating my pale skin. I can still taste him.  
 
    That kiss was nice.  
 
    I blink up at Charlie and Maksim, my head still in a desire fueled fog. They're watching each other like dangerous predators.  
 
    “Maksim,” Charlie snaps. “Why. Is. She. Off. Limits?” 
 
    Maksim slants his head to me, his eyes thinning. “She's innocent, and I'd like for her to stay that way.” 
 
    Charlie's eyes zoom in on me and the look on his face...he wasn't expecting Maksim to say that. 
 
    “Like hell is she innocent.” Charlie points a leveled finger at me. “Why would you have a bonita girl like that and not have her?” 
 
    Silence dominates us, though I can almost hear Charlie's thoughts running through his mind.  
 
    “I have my reasons. Why don't you go and get yourself a proper drink, My Little Pet?” Maksim ushers me to leave. He half smiles too, as if pleased with me. “Charlie and I have some business to discuss.”  
 
    “Yeah, you bet we do.” 
 
    On autopilot, feeling a little more like myself with Maksim's order filtering through my system, I nod and walk past them, eyes down, heading for the kitchen. I could do with a cold, stiff drink. It's been a crazy day.  
 
    The hallway is aglow with soft blue lights shining up the white walls. Walls that boast pictures of every boxer to have ever won a world title.  
 
    Charlie is a seriously good fighter. I wonder who taught him. 
 
    I need to find out exactly who he is. Knowing he's a syndicate leader isn't enough. I don't trust him or his intensions—nor his effort to bend me to his will with that damn kiss for that matter.  
 
    Though, it was a nice kiss.  
 
    I'll not tell Maksim that. Charlie's bloody nose tells him all he needs to know, that I fought. I fought against him for touching me.   
 
    Perhaps that's why he was so relaxed about catching Charlie and I in a compromising position. He thinks I resisted.  
 
    In the kitchen, where it is still heaving in naked women, that guy says nothing to me. He moves out of the way and lets me walk through the cooking space.  
 
    I pull out my hair tie and my long, fuzzy mane falls down my back. Then I grab a beer out of the fridge, crack open the lid, and guzzle down a healthy mouthful, ignoring the music and the people around me. The bitter liquid is refreshing. I sigh, resting back against the counter top. The bottle is so cold that droplets of water gather under my palm. I press the bottle to my cheek, feeling hot. 
 
    I still cannot believe Charlie just kissed me. No one has ever kissed me like that before. Maksim is cruel when romantic—if I can call what he does to me romantic—but it's all I know. Though now, I have this. Whatever this is. 
 
    Over an hour passes before Maksim and Charlie enter the kitchen. I'm still standing by the fridge, looking as though barely a minute has passed.  
 
    “I guess I will see you in a week or so, Charlie,” Maksim says with obvious irritation, making his way outside without looking at me. 
 
    I frown. Why isn't he coming to speak to me? He usually says goodnight at least.  
 
    “Out!” Charlie barks with a thumb, and everyone, I mean everyone, leaves through the back doors. 
 
    I aim to leave too, but Charlie stops in front of me and says, “Not you, Señorita.”  
 
    I rest back against the countertop in resistance.  
 
    “The eleven minutes will work.” He takes the beer out of my hand and pours the rest down his throat. “You all right, Blaire?” 
 
    Arching my neck back, I scowl at him, noticing he's cleaned up his face of blood. “Of course I'm all right. What's Maksim doing?” I grab the edges of the kitchen countertop because Charlie virtually puts himself between my legs. “What are you doing?” 
 
    With the back of his finger, he wipes my upper lip and shows me his blood is still on my mouth. Again, much to my frustration, I don't even think about hitting him for touching me. I simply get rid of the blood on my mouth by using the cold, leather sleeve of my jacket.  
 
    “Maksim's joining the party,” Charlie says softly, his blue eyes glued to my face. “We've come to a deal.” 
 
    “A deal?” I whisper in mystification. Maksim hasn't told me of any deal. He usually tells me everything. “A deal about what?” 
 
    Charlie smiles lazily at me. I glower with confusion. His mood is different than before when we were in the living room. He seems very...I can't be sure. Satisfied, maybe? 
 
    “Your hair's longer than I thought it was.” His eyes glance over my appearance. He reaches out for a strand of my hair and runs his fingers down it, making my scalp tickle. “It looks nice down.” 
 
    Ignoring his inane compliment and these weird vibes he's got going on, I ask, “What deal have you come to, Charlie?” 
 
    Still fondling with my hair, he stares at my mouth in total silence. My heart is suddenly pounding. I don't like that look on his face, that dark, I won, look.  
 
    “Maksim's got a hefty debt with me. He's been trying to pay it back but I don't want money. I've got enough of that.”  
 
    “Oh'kay.” I blink at him a few times. “Well, what do you want then?” 
 
    Charlie stares up at my eyes now, gazing with wicked intent, while curling that lock of hair around his finger. “You.”  
 
    I go cold on the spot.  
 
    “And as he knows better than to refuse me, you're now mine for three months—or until I get bored.” He's still speaking, still playing with my hair, but I'm not really listening.  
 
    I'm not sure how long I stand there gawping at him, until I yell, “What?!” I shove Charlie's chest, hard enough to knock him back a step and let go of my hair. “I'm not going anywhere with you. What fucking debt are you talking about?”  
 
    I know Maksim can probably hear me shouting but right now, I don't care.  
 
    “Charlie, what debt?!” 
 
    Putting the beer bottle on the side, he leans back against the fridge and crosses his arms. “We did a job together a few years back and unforeseen circumstances meant I wasn't able to collect. While I was away, Maksim spent the money without my permission, so now, I'm collecting.” 
 
    Steam blows out of my ears.  
 
    “Not through me you're not,” I hiss, my face tense with anger. “I'm going to speak with Maksim. He wouldn't barter me to pay off some debt.”  
 
    “You're not allowed to speak to him,” Charlie says in a chilled, unfazed manner. “That is part of our deal.” 
 
    “Huh?” My face scrunches up. “You can't decide that.”  
 
    Throwing his head back, he bursts out laughing.  
 
    My eyes widen with insult. “What the hell are you laughing at?”  
 
    “Do you know how confusing you are?” he asks once he's done laughing, wiping his watery eyes with one hand. “One minute I think you're so deeply conditioned to Maksim that there's no getting through to you. Then you're rebellious with your cocky attitude. But then you're thawing in my arms as I kiss you.”  
 
    A hot flush comes over me at the memory. 
 
    “Now, you have a chance to come with me and get away from this life for a while—if you can call this a life,” he casts a hand around the place, “but you don't want to leave?”  
 
    I don't know what to say right now, so I just look at him.  
 
    “What ties you to Maksim?” His thinning eyes search my face, glittering in curiosity. “Tell me, I'm dying to know. I'm almost sure it's not just fear.” He sounds like he's taunting me, goading me into losing my cool, and I am. My blood is boiling.  
 
    “You can shout your reasons at me if you want, Blaire.” His eyebrows flick up with daring. “No one will stop you.” 
 
    “If my reasons for staying with Maksim need explaining, you're denser than I thought.” I twist my lips, struggling to contain the bubbling explosion going off inside me. Why would I want to leave Maksim when he's all I know? Why's that so hard to understand? 
 
    “As for this life,” I say, pointing at the floor between us, “it's mine, and I like it just the way it is.” I head for the back doors with my hands fisted at my sides, certain he's talking bullshit. Maksim wouldn't barter me. He wouldn't.  
 
    “Not so fast.” Charlie's large hand wraps around my upper arm and forces me to an abrupt stop.  
 
    “I'm not fucking doing this with you again!” I yank back and forth. “Let me—aargh!” Something sharp stabs me in the side of my shoulder and a cold, dopey feeling rushes through my veins.  
 
    Within seconds, my brain goes fuzzy and I fall back in Charlie's arms, my legs buckling under me. 
 
    “Wha...what have you done to me?” I say breathlessly, trying to grab my shoulder but my hands are all floppy. 
 
    “Shhh. S'all right, Blaire,” he whispers in my ear from behind, stroking my hair back out of my face. “You're gonna be all right.”  
 
     The world as I know it goes dark. 
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    “Take off your clothes, Blaire, or I will,” Charlie says in a deceptively soft voice.  
 
    He's staring at me from across the shadowy bedroom, around fifteen feet away. It's almost too dark to see him, but I can. His tall, powerfully broad frame is blocking my way to the door. He's standing there prepared for combat, with his legs slightly spread open. He thinks I'll try to fight him, and he's right to assume that because I will. He just reiterated the ‘deal’ he made with my master, how I’m supposedly his for three months or until he gets bored. I don’t know if I believe him. He said that after he stabbed me with a needle, knocking me out, Maksim apparently had one of his men bring me here—wherever here is—so he knows where I am. He refused Charlie’s request to bring me himself. That’s my silver lining. It tells me my master still cares, or that this could possibly be a lie.  
 
    I hope it’s a lie.  
 
    “Go on,” Charlie says, and comes toward me, his heavy feet thudding against the wooden floors.  
 
    Swaying on my feet, I clutch the bedpost with one hand. I try to gain focus so I can battle, but I'm still groggy from whatever he gave me.  
 
    When he reaches me, he tries to get me out of my leather jacket by pushing his fingers in the shoulders. I weakly grab his wrists, but he twists out of my grasp and pins my hands at my sides, making me groan in a mixture of fear, anger, and self-pity.  
 
    “Just relax,” he says, his breath warming my face, and I can feel his silky hair tickling my cheek where he’s let out his ponytail. “You must feel light headed.” 
 
    Resisting the urge to scream at him, I let my head roll to the side so I can hide in my hair. “What did you give me?” I ask, staring into the darkness.  
 
    “Just a little something to put you down so you couldn't resist,” he whispers. “But don’t worry, it'll wear off.” 
 
    When his hands over mine loosen, I slip out of his grasp and slam my fists into his chest, knocking him back a few steps. I breathlessly bump into the bedpost on my shoulder. I'm not at full strength, and my head is so cloudy that I can't think straight. The last twenty-four hours are like looking into a black hole. 
 
    I strive to focus my mind, desperate to figure out what’s really happening, and what is the truth.  
 
    I remember telling Maksim that I cannot get his fifteen minutes. I remember Charlie kissing me. I remember talking to Charlie in the kitchen and briefly waking up in the back of Maksim's SUV—I know it was Maksim's SUV because I could smell his brut scent. It was dark, and the road we were driving along was bumpy. I could still taste Charlie's blood in my mouth from when he kissed me.  
 
    My eyes widen at the realization. He is telling the truth. 
 
    “No,” I breathe out, a lump forming in my throat. 
 
    “Blaire?” Charlie hunches down to look at my face hidden behind my hair. “What's wrong? Do you feel ill?” 
 
    In a moment of madness, to save my ass from whatever he has planned, I reach for my gun in my inside jacket pocket. I fumble to grip the cold, metal handle, and pull it out. Though it's heavy, I'm sure not to drop it, holding it with both hands. I lift it high enough to aim at Charlie's head, as he stands upright with mute shock. 
 
    “Where the fuck are we?” I say, clicking back the hammer while blinking rapidly to clear the fog. 
 
    He points a long finger at me, warning, “Put that down.” 
 
    “You didn't anticipate I'd have this, did you?” My voice is the wrong side of confident, but I'm not confident. “Didn't you think to pat me down?” 
 
    His nostrils flare in the shadows.   
 
    “Where the fuck are we?!” I scream, tearing my throat to shreds. 
 
    He doesn't say anything, so we watch each other for a moment, the atmosphere thick with tension. I'm not sure who is the prey. Inside, I feel it's me. I'm shitting myself. 
 
    Charlie walks into the barrel of my gun, hunches down, and presses it to his forehead. “Do it,” he hisses through clenched teeth. “Or give me the gun, Blaire.” 
 
    My face crumples with defeat and anxiety. I cannot actually shoot him. I'm just trying to scare him. I don't really know who he is yet, or how important he is to others. I cannot be sure people won't come looking for him if he goes missing, and I cannot risk the blame landing on Maksim, even if he has betrayed me.  
 
    I hold Charlie's unnatural blue gaze. He's not at all afraid. I am, because I’m certain he's going to abuse me for the next few months. Maksim clearly cannot stop him. He took me from my master’s house and doesn't seem to have a scratch on him.  
 
    “Go on, Señorita,” he says more gently this time. “Shoot me.” 
 
    “If I don't, you're going to do terrible things to me.” 
 
    He nods, making the gun move in my grasp. “You're right. I am.” There's something icy in his voice, like vengeance. He wraps his long fingers around the gun to hold it in place on his head. “Do it!” he yells, making me squeak and jump in my skin. “Fucking do it if you want to do it!” 
 
    Exhaling shakily, I let go of the gun. He throws it over by the door. It lands with a heavy bump that makes me flinch. He then grabs me around my arms, imprisoning me with all his strength. I stiffen in his hold, panting heavily, trying to gather my wits.  
 
    He doesn't do anything right away. He's just holding me in place, looking down at me.  
 
    “I need to speak to Maksim,” I say, lifting my eyes to his.  
 
    Charlie quietly scans my face, his expression unreadable. Or to me his expression is unreadable. I'm so dizzy.  
 
    “I need to ask him something. I-I need to speak to him!” I yell in Charlie's face. It makes me dizzier. 
 
    “What for?” he says. “Permission?” 
 
    I nod in a floppy state. He's right. I do need permission. I can't do this—whatever this is—without Maksim's full permission. 
 
    “Are you gonna let me take off your jacket?” 
 
    Give and take, is that what this is all about?  
 
    I can let him take off my jacket if it means I can talk to Maksim. I need to talk to Maksim!  
 
    I nod again in a weak manner, as his hands draw down my arms, and he pulls off my jacket. Leaning past me, he lays it over the foot of the bed, then steps back. 
 
    He's quiet again. I can't fucking stand it. His silence seems to magnify his presence.  
 
    “Can I speak to Maksim?” I say, wavering under that powerful stare of his. “Please, Charlie?” 
 
    More silence. 
 
    I try to convince myself that I can see pity in Charlie's eyes as he studies me, but it's a lie my mind has conjured up. This man doesn't pity me at all.  
 
    “Charlie?” I snap, balling my hands.  
 
    He pulls a phone out of his jeans back pocket, dials someone, and passes it to me. With a rickety hand, I take it and put it to my ear.  
 
    “What's the problem, my friend?” Maksim's husky Russian voice almost breaks me. “Having trouble taming—” 
 
    “Cэp Maksim,” I whisper, cutting him off, squeezing the phone in my grasp. 
 
    “My Little Pet, are you okay?” He sounds worried. “What's happened? Please do not tell me you have done something to Charlie Decena?” 
 
    “No. He...he's here.” I glance up at Charlie, who is watching me intently, then I turn my back on him, holding the bedpost with one hand so I don't topple over. “Cэp Maksim, what...what am I doing here with Charlie?”  
 
    “Did he not tell you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say with hesitation. “He...he says—” 
 
    “You are to fulfill Charlie's needs without ruining your virtue, complete the job when he needs you to shut down London's CCTV system—and only that job—and return home to me alive and well in no more than three months’ time.” Every word he says is like punching me in the chest. “Is that clear?” 
 
    “You want me to...” I blink into oblivion, swallowing past the lump in my throat. “He's allowed to touch me?” 
 
    “Yes, My Little Pet.” There's a long pause, before he elaborates, “He can do whatever he likes to you as long as he doesn't take your virginity or kill you. Also, he doesn't want you to respect him as you do me. He wants you to decide for yourself, for whatever good it will do.” 
 
    I cup my face in one hand. My head is hurting. “I'm so confused.” 
 
    “Don't be confused, My Little Pet. Do not fight him. Just do your job and come home to me.”  
 
    His words echo while my world narrows. He can do whatever he likes to you as long as he doesn't take your virginity or kill you. 
 
    Charlie was telling the truth. Maksim has bartered me! 
 
    “No. No—please, I'm sorry,” I squeeze out every word, gripping the phone so tight my fingers ache. “I'm sorry if I've been bad the past few years. I'm sorry for...maybe if I come back and live with you at the house, it will help? I'll be good. I swear!” 
 
    There's nothing but silence.  
 
    “Cэp Maksim? Cэp Maksim, are you there?” 
 
    I check the screen, trembling so hard I almost drop the phone. It's dark. He's hung up the call.  
 
    “No...” The ability to breathe abandons me. I try to call him back, to beg for my life, but Charlie takes the phone from me. “No!” I scream, attempting to snatch it out of his grasp but he pins me to the bedpost with one arm over my chest. “Let me go!” I grip his wrist with both hands, trying to pry him off but his body is too powerful. “I’m not finished talking to him!” 
 
    “You are.” He shoves his phone in his jeans back pocket. “He just told you what you have to do.”  
 
    “No. He-he didn't clarify.” I'm shaking out of control now, and Charlie is so close that I can smell the clean, sweet-musky scent of his skin. I wish he'd back the fuck up so I can think. 
 
    “Why didn't he tell me this in person at his house? Why did you have to drug me? I-I would have come willingly if Maksim told me to. I would have.” 
 
    “I don't want you having anything to do with him until I'm done with you. That's why he didn't tell you himself.” 
 
    “But, that doesn't make any sense.” I shake my head to get rid of this vertigo. “You just let me talk to him, and if...if you let him give me my orders, you wouldn't have had to drug me.”  
 
    “I'm not gonna keep going over this, Blaire,” his voice deepens with authority as he says that, determined to get off the subject. “When I decided I wanted you, I told him then and there to stay away until your time with me is up. He knows better than to go against my word. He warned me you would resist, so I drugged you, and now you're here with me for three months.” He shrugs. “Get used to it.” 
 
    That's hard to digest. I can't imagine not speaking to my master for three months.  
 
    “What do you...” I start to say. “What-what can I do...” My mind is too chaotic. I don't even know what question to ask. Why did he just let me speak to Maksim if he doesn't want us to have any contact? 
 
    “Don’t be frightened,” Charlie whispers, cupping my face with his free hand. “I’m not gonna hurt you.” 
 
    “Liar,” I snap like a child, and he stands back, releasing me from the rule of his body. “You just admitted that you're going to do terrible things to me.” 
 
    I'm all for a bit of sadism. I can't stop myself from thinking about when Charlie said that at the Prince’s party.  
 
    Bending at the knees, he puts us at eye level. “If you misbehave, then yes I will hurt you.”  
 
    I sink into my shoulders, shooting him a daggering glare. “What have I ever done to make you want to hurt me? What have I ever done to make you want to do this to me?” 
 
    There's a moment of visual power exchange. I don't think he likes that I just asked him that. He sighs, blinking at me, his temple ticking. It's there again, that facade of pity. I wish it was real so I could use it to my advantage. 
 
    “Look,” he says softly, glancing between my eyes, “I won't hurt you beyond what you can handle, you have my word on that. If you want me to stop at any point, all you have to do is say, stop. Okay?” 
 
    Stop? Is he fucking kidding me?  
 
    “You know I can’t tell you to stop,” I hiss in his face. “I'm not allowed to.”  
 
    “Here”—he points at the ground between us—“with me, you can do whatever you like. All you have to do is open your mind.” 
 
    With one push, he knocks me back onto the bed and I fall with a bounce.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    Charlie grabs the hem of my t-shirt and tugs it up over my head, leaving me in my black sports bra and sports trousers.  
 
    I do nothing. I just sit there huddled in my dark red hair as it pours around my body. I look at the floor, obeying Maksim, thought after thought romping through my mind. Charlie can't actually have sex with me, but that just makes the whole thought process worse because I have no idea how he's planning on getting his kicks.  
 
    I imagine a beating is on the cards tonight. Men like Charlie enjoy doing that.  
 
    When he backs up a few feet, I can't help peering up at him. He smiles down on me, tossing my shirt to the side.  
 
    “What is it?” he whispers, as I stare at him.  
 
    “Maksim told me to fulfill your needs,” I say, striving to gather my courage, “wha...what do you want?” 
 
    In silence, he gazes at me like he wants to devour my soul, diminishing my courage. I crawl back across the bed on my elbows to put some more space between us, my heart roaring in my ears.  
 
    “Well,” Charlie says finally, tilting his head, “I want to fuck you como loco—I thought that was obvious.” 
 
    My entire body sinks with anxiety.  
 
    When my naked back touches the cold wooden headboard, I shut my eyes and hug my middle, complying with Maksim's command not to fight. What's the fucking point? Either Maksim or Charlie is going to abuse me. I might as well accept the latter.  
 
    “You're like a beautiful, wild little wolf,” he rasps in the darkness.    
 
    I don't utter a word to that, and it's silent again. I can hear Charlie's heavy breathing over the blood roaring in my ears, but nothing else. The house feels so quiet.  
 
    The minutes creep by and nothing happens. Eventually, I have to open my eyes to look at him standing there at the foot of the bed, mentally beckoning him to get a fucking move on.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” he says, his eyes tapering with wonder.  
 
    Is that why he's taking so long? He wants to get in my mind? 
 
    “You're not allowed to take my virginity,” I warn, and I'm stunned by how even my voice comes out. 
 
    “So I'm told.” His blue eyes check me out from head to toe, and he's smiling to himself. It's like he's mentally taking off the rest of my clothes. 
 
    I hate that. It's so personal. I wish he'd just get it over and done with rather than longing it out and making me more uneasy than I already am.  
 
    As I blink away from Charlie, trying to center my thoughts on anything else but this, he rounds the bed. His eyes are on me the entire time. I hide in my hair curtaining my small frame, hugging my middle to the point where I almost can't breathe.  
 
    He's beside me now, but he doesn't touch me yet. A flicking sound like a lighter going off draws my attention. The room glows with a dancing orange flame. He's lighting a candle. 
 
    “Wha-what's that for?” I ask, swallowing after. “You-you're not going to burn me, are you?” 
 
    “What?” he says, sounding shocked. “Course I'm not gonna burn you.” He wants to know why I said that, I can sense it, but he doesn't question me.  
 
    On the bedside cabinet next to me, there's a candle burner. The rim is filled with liquid. I can't see what color. Charlie puts the candle inside the burner, under the liquid, and a strong scent fills the room. It's potent. It makes my head rush a little faster.  
 
    “What is that for?”  
 
    “These oils will help you relax,” Charlie says. Leaning over me, he hooks his fingers into the waist of my trousers. My stomach tightens from the skin to skin contact. I instinctively go for his wrists to stop him from touching me. He pauses, and I retreat with Maksim's order swimming in my mind.  
 
    “Are you gonna fight me?” he asks. He's so close that I can feel his warm breath on my forehead. 
 
    I don't look at him. I just shake my head. 
 
    “Es una pena.” It is a pity. Charlie tugs my trousers down my legs, yanking off my trainers one by one on his way to undressing me.  
 
    I sit bare in my bra and underwear now, my anxiety reaching its summit. The only time I was ever this apprehensive was when Maksim first belted me. The first time I told him no to sucking his cock.  
 
    What I wouldn’t give to go back to him right now. I miss what I know.  
 
    Huge hands close around my ankles and my toes curl. Charlie pulls me down so I'm lying on my back. My hair puddles around my face. I squeeze my thighs together and close my eyes. The blackness makes this seem almost like a bad dream.   
 
    Soft strands of hair tickle up my stomach, followed by a wet trail and the bed dipping around me. Charlie is licking his way up my body, over my navel, through my chest, and to my throat. Tension gathers low in my stomach, and my insides tingle. 
 
    His tongue on my body feels so good. I can't deny it.  
 
    The saliva trail turns from warm to cold within seconds, and I shiver.  
 
    “You liked it when I kissed you, didn't you?” he says. It doesn't sound like he's asking. It sounds like he's telling me what I already know. 
 
    I don't bother trying to rebuff him. He knows I liked it. I hardly fought him off. 
 
    To avoid kissing him again—this is my power over him—I turn my head to the side but it only gives him the access he wants. He presses kisses up the side of my neck, inhaling on his way, his smooth face gliding across my skin like satin. He sucks on my earlobe and nips with his teeth, sending some strange vibes through my body. I'm ashamed to admit I nearly moan. 
 
    “You smell creamy,” he says with puffs of breath in my ear, “hmm, like cocoa butter.”  
 
    Knees try to probe my legs open, but I squeeze my thighs together, hugging my breasts.  
 
    “Blaire,” he warns, his voice deepening, “if you're gonna fight, do it with some dignity.” 
 
    My blood simmers, but I reluctantly relax because I know he wants me to fight. I remember how much pleasure he took in our first battle—the first time he won at kissing me. I won't let him have the pleasure of fighting me again.  
 
    A rough skinned hand forces me open, and his heavy weight settles between my thighs. His jeans chafe my sensitive skin. I'm glad he's fully clothed. I don't think I could handle him being naked at the moment.  
 
    Fingers touch my face, my jaw, and then my cheek. He kisses me there with gentle lips, adding a little pressure in places.  
 
    Fuck, I can smell him, the clean, soapy-musky fragrance of his skin, and he's so warm it almost feels like a hot summer's day in here. It's all so intense, and confusing—a horrifying mixture of things. I enjoyed the way he kissed me before and the way he just sucked my ear, but I am horrified.  
 
    I don't want this.  
 
    I want to go home.  
 
    “I'm glad to learn it's true what they say about redheads. They're fiery.” Charlie kisses down my neck and across my collarbones, his lips tender and nearly inviting. It has to be those oils he's burning, screwing with my head. “But you're not fiery anymore, are you? Not with your orders firmly dished out.” He sucks the pulsing vein in my neck with his lips and something surges through me. I jerk under him, unable to stop.  
 
    “What I'd give to have Maksim's control over you.”  
 
    “You're fucked up, you know that?” I spit at him, my cool slipping away. I wish he'd stop fucking talking. 
 
    I boldly meet his gaze. We're nose to nose.  
 
    “We're all a little fucked up,” he says in my face, his blue eyes glowing with zeal. “It's just, some of us aren't scared to admit it.” 
 
    “I don't mean like that,” I say through gritted teeth. “Look at you, Charlie, how handsome you are.” Putting my hands on his large shoulders to keep him an inch away, I soak up his handsomeness, the stark silver blueness in his eyes—I don't think I've ever seen eyes so untamed and beautiful. I glance down to look at the perfection of his lips, the sharpness of his features. “You don't need to do this.” I try to push him back another inch, but he isn't budging. His hard body just makes me feel weaker and more helpless. “Tell me why you're doing this to me.”  
 
    He tips his head to the side, lifts a hand, and strokes down my face. “Why should I tell you?” 
 
    I've got a million thoughts running through my mind. Is it just that he wants to fuck me? Or is he getting his revenge on Maksim through me?  
 
    I cannot ask that. I'm afraid he'll say yes. 
 
    “Since I saw you walk into Maksim's office, dripping in wild beauty,” he starts talking before I even answer him, “and ever since you defiantly mouthed me back at Rumo's place, I've wanted you.” Running his thumb and finger down my jaw line, he pinches my chin. “And I always get what I want, Blaire. One way or the other.” He isn't joking. I can see it in his eyes.  
 
    So, because I have a backbone and I'll tell him exactly what I think without fear, he wants me? What a twisted motherfucker.  
 
    Hot lips travel back down my body, down my neck, and to the arc of my breasts, making me quiver. He sucks over the curve of my left breast, sucking my flesh into his mouth, and I don't know what happens inside me. I'm throbbing all over with heat, somewhat aroused but still anxious about what he's doing. I'm fighting not to arch into him, using my grip on his shoulders to keep flat against the bed. 
 
    He senses how he's making me feel inside, it seems, because his teeth close around my pebbled nipple over the thin cotton material of my bra. He gently kneads it, rolling his jaw from left to right, rolling my nipple in his teeth. The pain is strangely perverse and arousing. It hurts at times but I like it.  
 
    I arch into him now. I can't stop myself. I'm losing my fucking mind!  
 
    “That's it, bonita Blaire.” His tongue swirls around my nipple, soaking through the material, making my insides roll with sensations. He goes further down my body, leaving a path of fire in his wake. He kisses and caresses me at once, kneading my body with large hands. My breasts first, tweaking my nipples with his fingers until they're standing on end. Then he massages my sides and my hips, having me squirm against the sureness of his hands.  
 
    My chest is on fire. It's taking every ounce of my spirit not to groan out, not to express how good that feels.  
 
    He's kissing just above my underwear line now, from left to right, over each of my sharp hipbones. My stomach quivers, and again when his hands follow his kisses down my thighs.  
 
    Letting go of his shoulders, I claw at the sheets on either side of my waist, thawing under him. I know exactly where he's going. Maksim has told me that men like doing this to women. They like making women come apart using only their mouth. It's a game of power.  
 
    When Charlie is crouched between my legs, he spreads me wide open, gripping the insides of my thighs. He leans down and licks over my black cotton underwear, briefly touching my throbbing clit. I writhe against the warmth of his tongue, tightening my ass, trying to cope with the sensations. He then blows on me down there, turning everything cold, and a surge of pleasure zaps through me. I jump in my skin, letting out a small girlish moan, my senses flooding with endorphins.  
 
    “I like it when you moan like that,” Charlie rasps out. “It'll forever remind me of when I first kissed you.” 
 
    He does it all over again, licks and blows against my underwear, teasing me with pleasure.  
 
    I slam my teeth together. My head is getting faint all over again as I struggle with the bitter sweet, agonizing pleasure.  
 
    I sense he’s looking up at me from down there, and it’s making the whole ordeal that much more intense. I have no privacy right now.  
 
    He hooks a finger into the side of my underwear, and the pressure in the low of my body expands. He strokes an invisible boundary of mine, up and then back down, just touching my sex. 
 
    “You've gotta be kidding me,” he says angrily, and I wonder what the hell he's talking about. “Dios mío, you’re waxed?”  
 
    The back of his dusty hand tickles my thigh as he strokes up and down my groin some more, savoring the moment. I wriggle about, but I can’t escape what he's making me feel.  
 
    He peels my underwear to the side, then silky warmth presses to the most private part of me, my blood swollen bud, and my world blows up. I cannot hold back moaning this time, nor can I stop my toes from curling.  
 
    “Smooth, soft, and untouched.” He blows on my flesh, sending tendrils of rapture through me. Then he rips off my underwear with a loud elastic snap, causing the cotton material to burn against my hips.  
 
    Nothing is said, and he buries his face between my legs. 
 
    “Ohhh!” I squeal, twisting and turning to escape. His mouth is warm and wet and soft. “Oh, God!”  
 
    He laughs out puffs of breath, grabbing my hips and pinning me to the bed, his hair brushing my inner thighs. He sucks my folds with his lips, gently and slowly drinking me in. Then kisses me like he did my mouth, full on, lips completely sealed over my sex. 
 
    When he’s massaging my clit with his tongue, coaxing something dark within me, I buck forward more than once. I'm almost out of breath. I'm almost out of my mind with sensations. 
 
    It goes on and on. Charlie breaking me down. Kissing me, sucking me, and moaning like he's enjoying this more than I am. I'm tensing so hard that I start to shake.  
 
    This is too much. All over I am hot and cold at once, my skin swamped with sweat.  
 
    “You're pretty down here, too,” he says in a muffed voice, pressing a kiss to my inflamed bud.  
 
    My thoughts scatter, drifting away like balls of white light. In the back of my mind there's Maksim, and what he's letting happen to me. The evilness in which he can clear a debt. Then there's this, the epitome of what I now think is pleasure, mindless pleasure that makes everything else in the world seem like a nightmare.  
 
    In all my life, I've never felt such provoking sensations.   
 
    Another kiss is pressed to my sex, making me quiver, and I don't know why, but I reach out to Charlie. I just can't deal with this. He takes my hand in one of his and holds it against my hip.  
 
    “Charlie,” I groan, trying to stop my hips from moving. I'm grinding against his tongue as it swirls around my clit, infusing the delight. His face is soaked in my arousal, smooth and wet and adding to everything I'm enduring. 
 
    “I know, baby,” he whispers, pecking my bud again. “Do you want me to stop?” 
 
    “No,” I sob in a state of desire. I want this. It's like the first kiss all over again but on another level.  
 
    I feel him smile against my sex, then he does something that turns me inside out. He closes his lips over my clit and sucks, hard, in time with flicking his tongue against it with endless endeavor.  
 
    “Ohhh fucking, God!” I scream out, as my left leg starts trembling, as something in me rushes with heat. I grip his hand with my nails, sure I'm drawing blood. He doesn't care. He strokes my knuckles with his thumb, as if to comfort me.  
 
    My veins vibrate with tension, and between my legs, I'm pulsing so hard that I'm sure Charlie can feel it against his tongue.  
 
    The ecstasy is never ending, and I cannot move to deal—he won't let me. I squeeze his head between my legs—it's all I can do to not pass out from spiraling—but he doesn't want me to do that. Letting go of my hand, he wraps his arms around and over my hips to grip my inner thighs, and lifts my ass off the bed, practically folding me in half.  
 
    “I'm not done with you yet,” he says, gazing down on me through heavy, blazing eyes. “Not by a long shot.” His tongue parts my nether folds as he finds my clit. He makes my body blow a fuse again, manipulating me and kissing me—or, maybe the rush never stopped. I think he's drawing it out somehow, making it go on, and on, and on. 
 
    I can't take anymore. Grabbing my face in both hands, my sensory system goes into a state of epidemic as a stronger force hits me, and I scream. 
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    As Charlie said, he's not done with me. Not by a long shot.   
 
    He carefully puts me back down on the bed and whispers from somewhere above, “You all right, Blaire?”  
 
    I'm floating in a cradle of ecstasy, my chest heavy with pants, and a weird buzzing feeling is radiating all over my skin.  
 
    A hand touches my face then strokes under my eye. “Blaire? You with me?” 
 
    I think I nod. I'm not sure. I'm too mindless to concentrate right now.  
 
    That was extraordinary. I never knew such sensations existed. All I've ever felt is the lick of a belt, heat of a branding iron, or a blow from Maksim's fist. I wasn't aware there was more. 
 
    Sitting back on his knees, Charlie pulls off his t-shirt, revealing a hard, chiseled stomach and broad shoulders, his chest sprinkled in rough, dark hair. The candle glowing on the bedside cabinet next to us gives an orange shine to his tan skin.  
 
    Like that, he's more savagely handsome than ever before. 
 
    Why is he so good looking? It would be so much easier for me to resist the desire if he was ugly.  
 
    Panting still, I lie there gazing up at him, sheathed in diamonds of sweat. I cannot even hug myself because my muscles are like jelly, and I do want to hug myself.  
 
    The sound of a zipper comes down, slow and raw, and heavy movement on the bed. Then, Charlie is hovering over me, pressing into the mattress on all fours. I can feel something warm and hard just touching my pulsing sex, but I don't really register what it is. I’m so hazy. I cannot even really make out his face. I've got stars in my eyes.  
 
    With a single hand, Charlie picks damp lengths of hair out of my face. “So fucking pretty,” he whispers, and I can feel his eyes boring into mine.  
 
    After a while, my serious pants die down, and the barrier that is my dizziness fades away. Charlie smiles when I really look at him, his unruly black hair dripping around his neck and face. His lips are wet from my arousal, glossy against the orange candle light. My cheeks flush red. I try to cup my face, desperate to hide from him, but he takes my wrists and pins them to the mattress on either side of my head, supporting himself on his knees between my legs.  
 
    “Don't be embarrassed,” he says huskily, reading my mind. “You're perfecto.” He licks his glistening lips and closes down on me, kissing my mouth. He tastes salty and smells a little musky. A feminine musky scent with a hint of his own. 
 
    I turn my face to the side. Not because I don't want to kiss him. I just need a moment to recover. But he doesn't seem to like that. Freeing one of my hands, he grapples my jaw and puts us nose to nose, his fingers digging into my skin. 
 
    “Don't look away from me,” he says, and physically orders me to kiss him.  
 
    I do, even when he lets go of my face to hold my neck. Losing my mind all over again, I bask in that kiss, in how slow his tongue caresses mine and how softly alluring his lips are. I even wrap my free arm around his neck to keep him close, savoring the feeling of his smooth, shaven face on mine, his heart pounding against my chest.  
 
    Looks like we're both running on adrenaline.   
 
    My lips swell under the pressure of his, but I can't seem to stop having a taste of him. I kiss him with all I have, sucking his tongue and gasping with anxiety every time he attempts to pull away from me.  
 
    “Why are you pulling away?” I say through clatters of breath, blinking up at him. “You wanted this.” 
 
    “Ohhh, I still want this, Señorita.” Releasing my neck from his hold, he braces his body up on one elbow beside my face and stares into my eyes. “I just need to loosen you up first.” 
 
    My heart jumps into my throat. I know what he's going to do. 
 
    “Is it going to hurt?” My voice comes out so pathetic that I want to punch myself in the face.  
 
    He silently watches me for a second, his dazzling blue eyes flickering back and forth between mine. The orange glow of the candle makes him look so gorgeous that my heart goes a little faster.  
 
    “Might a bit at first,” he tells me honestly, “but I'll go slow, and I won't go all the way in if it's too much.” 
 
    Won't go all the way in?! 
 
    I think he knows I'm anxious because he focuses on kissing my mouth for a while, a gentle pursuit, his hand stroking the side of my face. I'm practically purring under his touch and his kiss, rushing with heat. I shut my eyes so I can anchor my thoughts on four senses instead of five. Looking at him is too overwhelming right now. 
 
    His back muscles feel extraordinary under my arm enveloped around his neck, flexing and contracting as he moves, and the weight of his body holding me down isn't so frustrating anymore. I sort of like the feeling of being beneath a powerful man. For the first time in my life, I feel like a girl lusted after, rather than a pet ordered to please.  
 
    I'm not sure how much time passes before Charlie lets go of my other wrist. Now I'm swathed around him with both arms, putting us chest to chest, crushing my breasts between us.  
 
    I think those oils have fucked with my arousal or something because I've never felt this ravenous for anything in my entire life.  
 
    A hand slides between our bodies and finds its way to my forbidden entrance. Charlie rubs me there, making me squirm, making my core buzz with hunger. I'm so wet and juicy it's ridiculous, inundating his fingers.  
 
    “Hmm, virgin cum,” he says in my mouth, his voice full of darkness. “You taste fucking sweet, you know that?”  
 
    Pushing his fingers up through my soft, slick folds, he centers his attention on my clit again, teasing my inflamed bud. I cry out. I unhook my arms from around his neck and grab his arm. I'm too tender. It's too much.  
 
    “You want me to stop?” he asks, glancing heavily between my eyes. 
 
    “No! I just...” I blink in the sight of his flush face, not quite feeling like myself. “Please, Charlie, I just...just give me a second.”  
 
    Smiling with pure wickedness, he deepens our kiss with a moan and works his tongue across mine, turning me inside out. He doesn't close his fiery blue eyes. He locks us in a period of visual bonding, possessing my fucking soul. I've never felt so vulnerable in all my life.  
 
    I begin to relax beneath him, letting go of his arm. He adds pressure to my clit then, making me whimper out loud. I claw the sheets on either side of my waist, curling my hips, wondering if this could get any more intense.  
 
    “You ready now?” he says on my mouth.  
 
    I nod a couple of times, looking desperately at him. 
 
    “Good.” He pecks my mouth, then licks over my upper lip before sucking me there. “Now, put your feet flat on the bed so your knees are bent.”  
 
    Obeying, I spread my legs and press my feet flat on the mattress, giving him more room between my thighs. Dripping wet fingers slide down my sex, gathering more liquid, then over my virgin entrance and to my decadent entrance. He circles me there with a single finger, softening the flesh, slowly kneading the tip in.  
 
    “Why Maksim hasn't fucked you, I'll never know.” He swallows my anxious gasp as he pushes into me. “I wouldn't be able to keep my hands off you if I had you at my beck and call.”  
 
    My toes bunching in the sheets, I throw my head back in the pillows, breaking away from his lips. He's halfway in, opening me up, and while it sort of stings, it's— 
 
    I don't even get a chance to figure out how it is because he pulls out, causing a tight friction to burn my insides.  
 
    “You all right?” Charlie kisses the apple of my throat. 
 
    “I...I think so.” I let out the breath I've been holding, blinking up at the dark ceiling.  
 
    “Just relax,” he says, like it's that easy.  
 
    The pressure is there at my anus again and he slips inside me, loosening me up by gently twisting his hand. He doesn't stop halfway this time. He goes all the way in until I can feel his knuckles against my butt cheeks, his finger lodged so deep inside me that I feel full to the brim.  
 
    I moan through closed teeth, and I'm trying not to tense up but it is hard. It's the most particular sensation having him in there. The burning, and it's just weird.  
 
    “Breathe, Blaire,” he reminds me. “Don't think too much. I'm not in a rush. We'll go slowly.”  
 
    “I'm just a bit anxious,” I confess, getting more and more pathetic by the minute. “I've never done anything like this before.” 
 
    “Don't be anxious,” he says softly. “I'm not gonna hurt you. Those oils burning help your muscles relax, and I won't do anything you can't handle, all right?” 
 
    I shakily nod, telling myself that I'll just follow his guidance. He hasn't hurt me yet, not really, and for some strange reason, I don't think he is going to. Not that it really matters. He can't hurt me anymore than Maksim has.  
 
    Charlie doesn't move inside me for a while, just kisses my throat and across my collar bones, training my attention on his bizarre affections. This man just an hour ago admitted he's going to do terrible things to me, yet he's kissing me like he's in love with me or something. 
 
    I wish he'd be one or the other, either good or bad. A mixture of both is too bewildering.  
 
    He's kissing over the curve of my breasts now, moaning in the deep of his throat, his hair tickling my chest. With his teeth, he kneads my nipples over the material of my bra again, left, and then right.  
 
    “Ohhh, that's good,” I say before I realize. The burning and stinging in my ass eases somewhat. I relax on the bed, stretching my toes because I've got cramp. He gently pulls out of my ass then and gathers some more moisture from my sex. My entire body tingles because it thinks he's going to play with my clit again, but then I feel something bigger stretching me out.  
 
    Two fingers.  
 
    I hiss through gritted teeth, squeezing my eyes shut. My muscles feel like they're being forced to work the wrong way, sharp pains shooting up my spine. 
 
    “Relax, baby,” Charlie whispers, pulls out to soak his fingers in my cum, and then he's gently taking my ass again.  
 
    He finds a leisured rhythm that soon becomes quite satisfying, and I wonder, is this what it feels like to have proper sex? If it is, I've been missing out.  
 
    I don't know why I just thought that. I want him to get rid of those oils, so I can test a theory and see if they're messing with my body.  
 
    After collecting some more lubrication, three fingers press past my sphincter and it feels like he's tearing me open. His lips are on mine before I can utter a word, his tongue swirling, taking my mind to another place.  
 
    “I want you,” he says harshly, lost somewhere in his mind. “I want to fuck you.” He isn't lying, but I'm convinced he won't. I can feel how much control he's exercising over himself. 
 
    Curling his fingers against a spot deep inside, he makes my core pulse. I tense my ass, clamping down on his fingers, rhapsody sizzling in my veins.  
 
    “Ah!” My eyes fly open as he pulls me up off the bed, holding me around the waist in one arm tangled in my hair. The other is hooked under my ass where his fingers are still wedged inside me.  
 
    “What are you...” I don't finish my question. Skin against skin, I can feel his stiff, warm cock touching my sex, every bulging vein.  
 
    I gulp.  
 
    Looking at me with his head slightly tilted, Charlie shifts me up his dusty legs so I'm sitting right on his lap, causing his cock to stimulate my clit with the movement. I squeeze out a moan, gazing at him in desperation, at his flush face and his blazing blue eyes. If there's ever been a look of desire, that has to be it.  
 
    “Put your feet on the bed just like I told you before,” he rasps out, and I do, gaining balance with my legs open on either side of his waist.  
 
    There's a peculiar smell in the air that I'm finding hot is sweat, my arousal, and Charlie's natural musky fragrance. Why do I find his body odor so appealing?  
 
    “You know, if you want me to fuck you properly,” he says, making my heart pound with fear, “I will. No one orders me about. And I promise I’ll be gentle.” 
 
    “No,” I shake out the word, shuddering. “Don't do that, Charlie. I can't do that.” 
 
    Unable to bear the expression of desire on his face any longer, and because I'm so out of my depth, I bury my face in his dusty chest. 
 
    “No. Look at me.” Grabbing a handful of my hair at my back, he tugs, forcing me to arch and meet his glowing eyes.  
 
    “That's better.” His voice is softer now. He leans down to kiss my lips, warm puffs of breath coming from his nose.  
 
    I kiss him back, indulging myself, mirroring his salacious tongue actions.  
 
    His fingers begin to move in and out of my anus, slow at first but then faster and faster. It creates a wet suction sound that makes me cringe, until he grinds his hips, massaging a spot on my sex with his shaft, and I no longer care about anything else.  
 
    I swear, everything in me is boiling on the verge of erupting. 
 
    Back and forth with steady, skilled motions, he rubs his cock on my sex, rubs my swollen clit. My focus narrows. I copy his motions, curling my own hips to meet his grinding. It’s so good—so hot. Driving me nuts! 
 
    “Please,” I beg in a state of aroused weakness, my voice choked with my neck trussed back. 
 
    “What do you want, baby?” he asks against my mouth, looking at me through hooded eyes.  
 
    That's a fucking good question. 
 
    “I don't know.” 
 
    “More?” 
 
    I open to speak but nothing comes out. 
 
    He must think I mean to say yes because it isn't long before he stops finger fucking me. His hand curves under my ass, he lifts me up, and then I feel something much bigger being pushed in me, something warm and slightly wet.  
 
    My toes curl, and my finger nails dig into his hairy chest. The head of his cock is large and warm, forcing me open bit by bit.  
 
    “Relax,” he whispers, gently pumping his hips to thrust past my sphincter.  
 
    “Aw!” I scream through closed teeth as my insides roll with pain. 
 
    “Fuck, you're tight.” Charlie sounds tense, like he's on the verge of erupting himself, and his expression is so powerful.  
 
    He stops when he's an inch inside, and I exhale, trying to sink into him for comfort but he won't let go of my hair. He's forcing me to look up at him, keeping my body arched.  
 
    Cupping his cock against my ass with an open palm, I assume so it doesn't come out, he says, “Now, we can go at your pace. If it's too much, just stop moving.” 
 
    “What? No!” I blink rapidly at him, my eyes flickering all over his face with panic. “I-I don't know what I'm doing, Charlie. Please don't make me do it.” 
 
    There's a moment where we gaze at each other. I know I look oddly vulnerable, but I feel like that. Charlie seems cool in his domain, like he's done this a thousand times before.     
 
    “All right.” He binds both arms around me, squeezing me to him. I want this, his comfort. I need it. I turn my head to the side and rest my face against his damp, hairy torso, feeling oddly safe in his embrace.  
 
    “You'll tell me to stop if it hurts too much, won't you, Blaire? I don't want to hurt you.” 
 
    I nod, and then his hips rock back and forth, urging him in some more. It burns so bad and my muscles are aching—or stinging. I can't tell the difference right now. I feel so full that I'm not sure how he's got any more room to move. 
 
    But he does.   
 
    Another inch, and it's too much. My insides whirl in agony.  
 
    “No more,” I say in a pitiable state, and I think I'm trembling. 
 
    “Shhh,” he hushes me, stroking up and down my back over my hair. “I won't go any deeper. Not unless you want it.” 
 
    He stills for a while, soothing me with his touch as he continues stroking up and down my back over my hair. It's like he's massaging me.  
 
    When I'm looser and calmer, he ripples his hips, just a few inches of his cock sliding in and out of me with ease now that I'm stretched open. There's a spot he hits every so often that makes me squeal in pleasure and agony. It's a gripping contrast of sensations. I want more now. I can't think of anything else anymore.  
 
    Pulling on my hair, Charlie seems to want my mouth again, so I give it to him, gladly soaking up his kisses. They're tender and lovely.  
 
    I stare at him in paralyzed musing, seeing again how much he's controlling himself. His temple is throbbing like he wants to go crazy with me, and his eyes are scorching with something dangerous. He's moaning in the back of his throat. It's so hot! It turns me on even more.  
 
    The harder we kiss, wrapped in lust and debauchery, the deeper he goes. I want more of his cock. I ask for more, as fucked up as I am, and he gives it to me, until he's sheathed in my flesh, my clit rubbing against his hairy pubic bone. 
 
    He curses in Spanish, his fingers boring into my back.  
 
    Pressing my feet into the bed, I rendezvous with his thrusts by swaying my hips, sweat trickling down my spine. Faster and faster, my heart racing out of my chest. He's really fucking me, his thighs slapping against my ass globes, body to body, only sweat between us. He hits that spot every time now, causing ecstasy to gather at my core until it scatters.  
 
    “Aargh!” My arms fly up to hold him around the neck, clutching to him like my life depends on it. I don't know what the hell is happening to me. This is different than before, more powerful. I'm full to bursting, yet liberated.  
 
    I faintly hear deep moans mixed with screaming—Charlie and myself—and then he comes to an abrupt stop, crushing me in his arms as he curses to the high heavens. Buried deep in my decadency, he curls his hips around, massaging my clit with his pubic bone. It's so intense that I buck away in a tremor of spasms. My sex pulses while my spine is tingling. Large hands clamp down on my hips, shoving his cock right inside me again, drawing out the pleasure—it's radiating supernova.  
 
    I hide my face in the crook of his sweaty neck, scream and cry, barely handling what's happening to me.  
 
    “It's never been this agradable,” Charlie hisses it’s never been so good, tensing from head to toe. I can feel the tension in his body, in his hard muscles.  
 
    When it's over, when he lets go of my hips, I slump on him gasping so hard that my throat is on fire, trying to come down from whatever that was.  
 
    My ass is stinging, and I can feel warm liquid dripping out of me.  
 
    A hand caresses my back over my hair, while another is holding me to Charlie because I’m sliding down his damp body. He’s panting with great effort, his heart drumming in my ear.  
 
    He says something to me, but I'm not listening. I’m coming down from the orgasmic rush and it’s scarily sobering.  
 
    What the fuck have I just indulged in? 
 
    I feel sick. 
 
    “You all right?” Charlie says in puffs of breath, kissing the side of my damp face. 
 
    I don't say anything. I can't. I feel strange in my own skin. 
 
    Pressing into his chest with both hands, in time with shakily standing, I force him out of me.  
 
    “Hey”—Charlie tries to stop me—“hey, careful.” 
 
    “Awh!” I wince, slapping his hands away. It fucking hurts, my muscles resisting the corrupt withdrawal. I drop back onto the bed with a loud huff of relief, roll over, and curl into a small ball. 
 
    No. I don't feel sick. I am sick. One sick motherfucker for enjoying that.  
 
    A hand touches my hip. “Blaire?” 
 
    “Please go away,” I say, staring into nothingness. “You got what you wanted.” 
 
    Anything good I felt is gone now, and anything I could feel, I'm blocking it. 
 
    Charlie exhales a sharp breath and the room goes dark. There’s a burning wax scent in the air now.  
 
    “Señorita, I'm leaving,” he says, and I feel the weight of a blanket covering my body, up to my chin. “Do you want anything before I go, like a glass of water?” 
 
    Don't think. Don't think. Don't think. 
 
    Refusing to answer him, I shut my eyes, desperate for the night to take me.  
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    When I wake up the next morning, everything is fresh in my mind, and I'm fuming. 
 
    I untangle myself from the blanket and roll onto my back, arching with a breathless moan. My ass is a little sore, and my hips feel like they've been banged so hard they ache. There are finger print bruises on my back where my ribs are, and parts of my neck feel like a vacuum had its way with me—Charlie's mouth. That sexually warped bastard.  
 
    Trying not to tense up with anger, I take deep, balanced breaths, but with every inhale I can smell cleaning polish. It's orange and citrusy. It reminds me of when my car has been cleaned.  
 
    My car.  
 
    Home.  
 
    Maksim.  
 
    James. 
 
    Just thinking about it all makes me so...I have no words.  
 
    I cannot believe Maksim gave Charlie permission to do that to me. I cannot believe he let that motherfucker drug me when all he had to do was tell me my orders, and I would have followed suit. How could he barter me in this sexually violating way? How could he do this to me? His most trusted devotee?  
 
    Seething, and on the verge of pitiful tears, I stuff the blanket in my mouth and scream so hard that I can feel my throat being ripped to shreds. 
 
    I'm shaking, too.  
 
    I could kill someone.  
 
    I'm so glad Charlie isn't here right now. I might do something I'd live to regret, especially when I think back on last night about what he did to me. The things he made me feel. 
 
    Not only am I fuming, but I'm so embarrassed it's beyond belief. Charlie practically had me begging for him. He even held my hand when I reached out to him and comforted me through my first orgasm. 
 
    That's humiliating. 
 
    I'm trained to kill, trained to punish and protect, and I wanted Charlie to hold my fucking hand? 
 
    Maybe it wasn't me. I try to convince myself for whatever good it'll do. I'm not weak. I'm tough. Charlie drugged me, and he had those oils burning, which he said would help me relax. 
 
    Yes, he forced my state of needy weakness.  
 
    The memory of him grabbing my hips and shoving his cock back in my ass to draw out my orgasm makes my insides tingle, and then I feel a warm gush of liquid between my legs. Fuck. I don't even know why I'm thinking about that but it seems to be turning me on.  
 
    I beg myself to put it out of my mind. It's too mentally consuming, and confusing, and as I've no idea when Charlie is going to show up today, I need to get my shit together.  
 
    I cuddle the blanket to my chest, stunned I'm still wearing my bra. I sit up in bed, squinting through the sun flooding the room. It’s so bright that my head pounds for a moment, but when my eyes adjust, I'm stone cold sober.  
 
    The room is big and airy with high ceilings and dark paneled walls, a huge brass chandelier hanging over head. The parquet floors are highly buffed but old and worn. In the left corner of the room, opposite from where I'm sitting on the bed, there's a small square table housing a chessboard and a throne like chair made from redwood. An antique armoire stands next to the chair, made from the same redwood.  
 
    It's as if I've gone back in time, and I'm in some medieval showdown.  
 
    I never expected Charlie to live in a place like this. It's just not him.  
 
    Through the tall sash window on the left wall that boasts no curtains, I see the sun burning low in the sky. It has to be morning. The sun isn't past noon yet.  
 
    The air breezing in is refreshing, cooling my warm skin. He must have opened the window for me. How fucking nice.  
 
    “Mudak,” I hiss to myself, twisting my lips in anger.  
 
    I want to go outside and take in the morning's freshness. I want to feel free for a moment. I don't want to be here. I miss home so much, my apartment, Maksim and James, and it's only been one night. How does Maksim expect me to do this for three whole months?  
 
    If James was here, I'm not sure this would be happening. I know he'd be fighting to do whatever he could to spare me. He always does. 
 
    “No,” I whisper, my voice choked up. The guilt I feel for even considering letting him take my place is horrible. Dealing with Maksim is one thing, but Charlie is another. None of us really know him and up until now, he's not actually hurt me. I can't be sure he wouldn't hurt James. 
 
    I hope James is okay with Maksim.  
 
    “Don't think about it,” I say, speaking to the empty room. I put last night and James in a little black box in the back of my mind and hope the thoughts will stay there.  
 
    Hooking my feet over the side of the bed, I get up on shaky legs, my muscles aching from head to toe. Something crispy and sticky draws my attention to the flesh between my thighs.  
 
    Charlie's cum, and my morning's arousal.  
 
    I recoil, trying desperately not to think about it. I focus on the clothes at the foot of the bed: a pair of skinny fitting jeans, a black long-sleeved sweater, and a pair of knee high flat heeled boots.  
 
    These aren't mine. Where are my clothes and trainers?  
 
    The clothes are all right, I guess, but the underwear isn't exactly what I'd call underwear. The bra is black lace and the matching panties are just a scrap of material. I pick up the thong with my finger and thumb. 
 
    I'm not wearing this crap.  
 
    I toss the underwear back on the bed and find my way into an en-suite bathroom that leads off the bedroom. I head straight for the triple width shower. I need to get clean. I feel so dirty.  
 
    Flicking on the faucet, I snap off my bra and step under the flow to shower in ice cold water, shivering as it sprays over my face and my body. I wash with a bar of lime colored soap that smells strong of mint, using my hands and fingernails. My ass stings against the soap, but the cold water is numbing. The soap dries out my hair as I lather, making the strands feel a little wiry, but there's no shampoo or conditioner in here. 
 
    I briefly wonder if Charlie pre-planned bartering me. He doesn't seem prepared. Or, maybe he is. Maybe he just won't offer me luxuries like Maksim does.  
 
    That wouldn't surprise me.  
 
    When I'm done, I can only find a small hand towel in the bathroom. Definitely unprepared. I dry myself as best as I can, patting my hair. There's a toothbrush and some toothpaste on the vanity sink under a long mirror, so I brush my teeth, and then I go back into the bedroom to dress.  
 
    I'm grateful for the clothes, given it's a little chilly in this big room. I don't put on the bra or the thong. They're so trashy. They're not me. I wear sports bras and comfortable underwear, not this shit. My breasts aren't that big anyhow, so going braless won't matter.  
 
    The sweater is made from cashmere. It's so soft. I hug my middle, missing home a little more. Now, if I was there, I'd be making myself a coffee, casting my eyes out over London until Maksim calls for me or texts to say I can have the day to myself. Here, I don't know what the day has in store for me. More sexual infringement? A beating? That is what men like him enjoy, as far as I know. 
 
    I'll take a beating any day of the week. At least I know how to feel about that. I'm in emotional limbo when it comes to what happened last night.  
 
    My usually sleek red hair is damp and heavy around my shoulders and my waist. I notice it's frizzy, too, seeing my pale, freckly reflection in the bedroom window. I don't even recall walking over here. I'm in such a weird place mentally.  
 
    I comb out the damp kinks in my mane with my fingers, wondering where is my hair tie. I glance over the messy bed behind me, but I remember that I let my hair down last night at Maksim’s house.  
 
    I go cold on the spot as the main door clicks open and closed, and dominating presence fills the room. 
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    Turning my head, I look at Charlie by the door. It's suddenly like there's no air in the room.  
 
    He's wearing dark blue jeans over black boots and a black long-sleeved sweater, his muscles clearly defined under the soft material. I remember the weight of his hard body on mine. The musky scent of his skin, and the way he kissed me. 
 
    My lungs are so tight.  
 
    His eyes are striking blue against the sunshine, against his tan skin, though they're black in the corners, I assume from taking a punch from me. 
 
    “Morning, Señorita.” A sly grin tugs at the corner of his lips. 
 
    His ink black hair is a little chaotic, curling around his neck and face, but annoyingly sexy. I'd love to rip his hair out. I'd love to rip out my own hair for responding to him this way, feeling flustered at the sight of him. 
 
    I don't say anything. I'm just looking at him, trying not to think of last night. If I do, I'm not sure what I'll do. I don't trust myself right now. I don't trust that I won't hit him, or worse, kiss him.  
 
    I can't stomach this. I've never not trusted myself.  
 
    Charlie proffers a steaming cup, his eyes trained on mine. “I'm told you like coffee in the morning.” 
 
    I wonder again, just for a split second, if he is using me to get back at Maksim. One day, I'll ask him, when the time is right and I'm not terrified that he might say yes.  
 
    “I'm not really interested in coffee, Charlie.” 
 
    “No?” He smiles at me, mischief flashing in his eyes. “What are you interested in then?” 
 
    I arch a brow at him, suddenly so angry I could murder him. “Are you going to do that to me every night for three fucking months?”  
 
    “Do you want me to?” He's deadly serious and a little amused. 
 
    “Eh, no, I don't want you to.” My expression is hard like stone.    
 
    He sighs and brings me the coffee. I flinch when he takes one of my wrists. 
 
    “I'm also told you like eggs for breakfast.” He carefully puts the hot cup in my hand and lets me go, stepping back.  
 
    “I'm not hungry,” I say, my voice weaker than I was trying for.  
 
    Coffee topples over the cup, scalding my wrist. My hand is shaking. I hate this. I never shake. Not under anyone but Maksim.  
 
    Charlie doesn't say anything for a moment. He's just staring at me with a look of wonder gleaming in his eyes. The silence is unbearable, louder than any scream or cry I've ever heard. I can't stand it.  
 
    I need to get out of here.  
 
    Dropping my gaze to the floor, I start for the door to put some distance between us, but a hand closes around my forearm.  
 
    “Where do you think you're going?” Charlie turns me to face him. 
 
    Baffled, I search his eyes. “Outside.”  
 
    “I don't think so.” 
 
    “What?” My eyes widen. “You expect me to stay in this room for three whole months?” 
 
    He shrugs, like that's exactly what he expected. 
 
    “You're insane if you think I'll stay cooped up in here.” I squeeze the cup in my hand, restraining myself from throwing it at him. “I need to train, Charlie. I need my own personal space.” 
 
    He's quiet again, as though he's contemplating something. It feels like hours before he says, “If I let you out, you're not gonna run screaming for the hills, are you?” He flicks up his eyebrows. “Theoretically, I mean.” 
 
    I scoff at him with a smirk, on the verge of laughing my head off.  
 
    “What's so funny?” He doesn't look confused by my laughter, his expression even and focused, but he sounds a bit confused.  
 
    “You flatter yourself.”  
 
    “Oh yeah?” He's back to smirking.  
 
    “Yes,” I huff. “Trust me, you're not worth screaming for.” 
 
    For a second, just a split second, I think he looks insulted. But then he grins, hunches down and puts us nose to nose, making me sink into my shoulders. “You screamed pretty well last night.”  
 
    My cheeks burn. I'm more embarrassed now than I was when I woke up.  
 
    I don't know where it comes from, but I snatch out of his grasp and slap him across the face, wallop! hard enough to make his head whip back.  
 
    He slams me against the wall with his forearm over my chest.  
 
    “Ah!” I pant out on impact, dropping the coffee cup. It smashes at my feet and scatters across the floor. 
 
    “You know,” Charlie says in my face, his expression taut with darkness, “you're the only girl I won't hit, but don't think you have the advantage because there are other ways I can punish you.” 
 
    I gulp, pressing my hands back against the wall.  
 
    “I'd rather you hit me,” I say, my voice small. 
 
    His gaze burns into mine. My breathing accelerates. I don't know what to do. Should I fight him off? 
 
    Maksim said not to fight him.  
 
    Maksim said to indulge him.  
 
    Maksim said to please him. 
 
    “Believe me, you wouldn't want me hitting you.” With his free hand, he cups my sex over the jeans.  
 
    I cower and turn my face to the side so I can hide in my long hair, my core tightening. I remember the orgasms last night, all too well, and I can't tolerate that I liked them. 
 
    He rubs me there with the tips of his fingers. Even with the jeans between us, it feels good. I pulse for attention, the crotch of my jeans dampening with arousal. It makes my toes curl.  
 
    Why does my body react against my will?  
 
    “You like that, don't you?” he whispers, softly kissing the side of my face. “And you hate that you like it.”  
 
    Can he read my fucking mind? 
 
    Looking back at him, touching his nose with mine, I make damn sure I don't break our gaze this time, even while I feel like I'm drowning. He has to know I'm strong willed if nothing else.  
 
    “Are you sore?” he asks. I'm not sure if he's mocking me or genuinely concerned.  
 
    Raising his eyebrows, he beckons me for an answer.  
 
    I nod minutely.  
 
    “I thought you might be,” he whispers. Grabbing my hips in both hands, he yanks me up off the ground, making me yelp in shock. “Don't be frightened. I'm not gonna hurt you.” He presses one knee against the wall between my thighs and sits me there, so my legs dangle freely on either side of his. 
 
    My ass feels bony against his masculine leg and a little sore with the pressure of sitting down. 
 
    I instinctively reach out for balance, and he grabs my hands. He runs his fingers through mine. I lose my breath at the warm contact, trembling, desperately looking up at him.  
 
    What is he doing? 
 
    To answer my question, he puts my palms on his smooth face and makes me hold him, controlling my balance like this. His hands completely cover mine. 
 
    I can't breathe again.  
 
    Not once does he blink while staring right through my soul, his blue eyes full of desire. I feel so weak and small, at his mercy, and I know I look scared out of my mind.  
 
    I can't stand this!  
 
    “No one has ever been gentle with you before, have they?” Bowing his head, Charlie kisses my lips, and fire races through my veins. “Have they?” he repeats because I don't answer him, speaking against my mouth.  
 
    I turn my face so I don't have to kiss him, but he tut, tut, tuts at me. My entire body trembles. I don't want him sodomizing me again—it gives him too much power over me—so I face him. He pecks my lips, chipping away at my will, making me want him in this fucked up endeavor of allure.  
 
    I detest that I want him. It's crazy. I should hate him—and I do hate him—but right now the desire is stronger than the hate. I can feel it in my body.  
 
    I start to say something, anything to stop this, and he takes full advantage, just like he did before. Delicately touching my tongue with his, he has me moaning and melting again, gripping his jaw in a desperate attempt to make love to his mouth.  
 
    All my anger and hate vanishes.  
 
    It seems I lose focus when he does things like this to me. I'm not myself.  
 
    He hums deeply, then forces his sodden tongue right into my mouth and massages unholy across mine. I can taste real, bitter coffee on his tongue and Charlie's natural flavor. It's such a sexy contrast of flavors.  
 
    When he sucks the tip of my tongue, I moan again. It's so hot that I forget who I am for a second. My head is buzzing with lust.  
 
    He likes that I moan. He smiles.  
 
    “Tell me the truth, Blaire, or I'll keep you in this room all day long.” 
 
    “The truth about what?” I ask, blinking rapidly at him, my head swimming.  
 
    Letting go of my hands on his face, he runs his fingers into my hair and seizes my head, holding us mouth to mouth. I don't let go of his face. If anything, I squeeze him tighter, finding the whole ordeal of us staring at each other while kissing too intimate.  
 
    “Has anyone ever been gentle with you?” he says, and then he's kissing me as though he really means it. His wet licks are unhurried, and his lips are gentle, shaping around mine, making my mouth water. 
 
    In a haze, I shake my head.  
 
    “No,” he whispers in my mouth, blinking then. “I didn't think so.” Wrapping his huge arms around my entire body, he forces me up his leg so we are chest to chest, crushing me to him.  
 
    Now, it feels like he's all over me, all over my mouth, all over my body, and I'm not sure I don't like it. He smells so good, like he's just had a shower.  
 
    My heart is hammering, trying to jump out of my ribcage, and I'm so damp between my legs that I feel clammy and hot.  
 
    “Did I hurt you last night?” 
 
    I think I whimper in his mouth, anxious, struck by his question. I can’t live like this for three months, wondering, drowning in anxiety, and unwillingly wanting. I need to know what the days have in store for me. I need to know how bad it's going to get.  
 
    “Don't be frightened,” Charlie whispers again. He grips the back of my neck with one hand and holds me there, his other arm still wrapped around my back. 
 
    “Charlie,” I tremble out his name, visibly anxious, “what are you going to do to me now?” 
 
    He glances between my eyes, his alight with ardor. “Nothing. I just want to kiss you.” 
 
    I'm so relieved that I know he can feel my body going slack with relief. 
 
    “Did I hurt you?” he asks once more, taking my mouth in another deep kiss. 
 
    I want to tell him it was agony because that is after all what men like, isn't it? To inflict pain on girls? I don't tell him that though. I shake my head, being honest. It wasn't that bad. I've suffered far, far worse.  
 
    “Good,” he says softly, pecking the edge of my mouth. “I didn't want to hurt you.”  
 
    I frown at him, and he pecks my mouth again. He said he was going to do terrible things to me, didn't he?  
 
    “What did you mean when you said that I might be the only girl you won't hit?” My courage to ask that comes from nowhere.  
 
    The way he smiles at me causes my stomach to flip. 
 
    “I like you,” he says sincerely. “A lot more than I thought I would.” 
 
    Something vibrates in his jeans pocket against my thigh. Without breaking away from me, he shifts to hold me in one arm, squashing my breasts to his hard chest. He reaches into his jeans pocket and pulls out his phone. Then answers it against my mouth while still kissing me. “What?”  
 
    Now, it feels really intimate with him being on the phone, unable to stop having his fill of me.  
 
    Charlie utters a few words amid pecking me, while I'm cupping his face in both my hands, kissing him back. Then I hear someone say something about arranging a meeting on Maksim's behalf. 
 
    My heart drops into my stomach.  
 
    Why would he be arranging a meeting on Maksim's behalf?  
 
    Charlie presses another kiss to my lips, then he says, “Two o'clock is fine.” And he hangs up, shoving his phone away. 
 
    “Why are you talking about Maksim?” I pull away from him, but I don't get far because his arm is still around my waist.  
 
    I grip his shoulders, wishing he'd put me down.  
 
    “I'm paying the Albanians a visit.” He doesn't teeter about telling me, which surprises me.  
 
    “The Albanians?”  
 
    That girl who got fucked at the Prince's party springs to mind. 
 
    “Yeah,” Charlie says. Using his free hand, he tucks my hair back over my shoulder, really looking at me through heavy blue eyes. “Maksim is having a few issues with them, so I agreed to sort it.” 
 
    “Maksim is having problems, and he went to you instead of me?!” I'm affronted. I cannot believe this. 
 
    I push against Charlie's chest, forcing him to drop me on my feet, and crane my neck all the way back to look up at him. “Why has he come to you and not me?”  
 
    “They're a little outa your league, Señorita.” Pressing one hand against the wall beside my face, he cages me in, towering over me. 
 
    “Out of my league?” I ask, glowering, my body getting hot because he's doing this weird primal proximity thing. “What does that mean?”  
 
    Glancing between my eyes, he smiles at me. It's such a gorgeous smile that I can't stop my heart from beating a little faster.  
 
    “They're quite dangerous.” He wipes across my upper lip with his thumb, as if he doesn't give a shit about what we're talking about. Then he kisses me once more. He seems solely focused on me. “Too dangerous for one small girl.” 
 
    I laugh sarcastically, folding my arms over my chest. “You actually believe that you bested me with ease, don't you, Charlie?”  
 
    He doesn't answer me, but he thinks just that. It’s in his meditated stare and his cunning, lax smile.  
 
    “Well, understand this, I put up a little bit of a fight in moments because my heart is in war with my head”—I put a finger to my temple—“not because I'm weaker than you. So when you have your way with me, know it's because I let you under Maksim's wishes. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “You bet it is,” I speak through clenched teeth. “I do whatever Maksim says. I'm only here because he wants me to be here.” 
 
    Charlie hunches down, putting us face to face. “And if Maksim told you to come home right now?” 
 
    I point at the space between us, feeling like myself again. “I'd kick your ass if you didn't let me go, then I'd leave.”  
 
    “You really do think you could beat me in a fight, don't you?” 
 
    “Oh, I don't think. I know.” 
 
    “Silly chica.” He chuckles, standing back and crossing his arms. “Maybe one day”—he cocks his head—“we'll get in the ring and battle it out.”  
 
    “Name the time and the place.” I'm so sure I'll beat him that I want him to say, right here, right now. He doesn't, of course. He's just looking at me like he's gently taking off my clothes. My cheeks get hot, so I stare down at the floor. “I'll come with you to meet with the Albanians, if you don't mind. You might find me useful.” 
 
    He scoffs, insulted. “Maksim might have no shame in having a tiny girl on his security detail, but I do.” 
 
    “Shame?” Glaring up at him, I cross my arms again, mimicking his pose. “I took you on, and almost vanquished you, might I add.” 
 
    He flashes the filthiest smirk, reaches out, and gently pinches my chin. “Almost.” 
 
    I pull my chin out of his grasp. He starts chuckling again. His cheekbones are clearly defined with that large smile.  
 
    “I'm not surprised Maksim sees you as his trophy. That lucky motherfucker has had you for far too long.” 
 
    “Charlie,” I say softly, thinking about my master, “I want to avoid any intimate conversations with you, if you don't mind.”  
 
    “I do mind, actually,” he says, his voice taking a dark edge. “Over the next three months, I plan on knowing you inside out.”  
 
    My chest tightens because I have a horrible feeling he isn't going to tire of me.  
 
    He exhales, like he's sighing. “If you have some breakfast, you can come with me.” 
 
    “What?” I'm so astonished he just gave in like that, I gawp at him.  
 
    He nods. “On one condition.” 
 
    “What condition?”  
 
    “You have to stay behind me if any trouble breaks out.” 
 
    I scowl at him, confused. 
 
    “I don't want you getting hurt on my watch, Señorita.” He's mocking me. He lowers his tone when he says, Señorita. 
 
    I snort at him. “Maybe I'll kick the Albanians' asses before kicking yours. That ought to shut you up.” 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    Before we leave for the Albanians, Charlie brings me a plate of warm scrambled eggs, toast, and a glass of orange juice on a silver tray.  
 
    I'm so pissed off by how easily he makes me enjoy what he does to me that I hesitate to take it from him. He raises his eyebrows, but I continue looking at him in wrath, wanting to punch him again. Maybe if I fuck up his face, I won't find him so attractive—because that must be the reason why I respond to him so easily, right? It's physical?   
 
    “You can always stay here,” he says, reminding me of his ultimatum to eat, or stay here. “It's no bother to me either way.”  
 
    Simmering inside, I snatch the tray from him. The orange juice almost spills over but he's quick to grab the glass, steadying it on the tray. He tells me to take it easy, but I'm not really listening to him. Glancing over the tray, I wonder how he knows I like eggs for breakfast—and scrambled eggs for that matter. Did Maksim tell him? 
 
    “What's wrong?” he asks.  
 
    I don't like to assume they've spoken about me, that's what's wrong. It's too weird, given what Charlie wants me for. 
 
    Holding the tray in both hands, I push past him. He sighs but I don't let it affect me. Hopefully, if I keep on like this and refuse to indulge him, he'll tire of me. I can't live like this for three months. He's going to ruin me. How Maksim thinks I'll come back intact, I don't know.  
 
    Sitting on the foot of the bed, I shift to get comfortable in these jeans while Charlie gets all domesticated and cleans up the broken coffee cup, using a dustpan and brush to sweep up the splinters. Now I wish I threw it across the room to really put him to work.  
 
    I'm laughing before I can stop myself. Charlie glances up at me, pulling his thick eyebrows together. Avoiding his stare and trying to stop laughing, I grab the glass of orange juice. It's sweet and refreshing, cool as it pours down my throat. I then dig into my breakfast. The eggs are nice, fluffy and seasoned right.  
 
    Did he cook this?  
 
    That makes me feel a bit weird. I can't recall a time when anyone ever made me food. Maksim used to feed me bread and water when he was conditioning me as a kid, but I wouldn't exactly call that making food. 
 
    Charlie mops up the spilled coffee and disappears with the bucket for about five minutes, then he returns and sits beside me, making the bed dip. I'm so aware of his closeness that my skin pricks, and my nipples are like fucking bullets. I'm not sure that I don't like being so close to him. How bizarre is that?  
 
    I try to focus on eating, but I can't shift this personal feeling of him watching me. It's so strong.  
 
    I peek up at him, a question in my eyes.  
 
    He's glancing between all my features. It's quite flattering the way he looks at me, as if he sees only me. “What is it?” he says softly.  
 
    “Where are my clothes and trainers, Charlie?” I put down the fork and pinch the jeans I'm wearing. “I don't like wearing jeans.” 
 
    He half smiles, gently pushing my hair back over my shoulder with one hand. “I'll get your things if you want them.” 
 
    I look down at the food on my lap and pick at the toast with my fingers. He's got those weird dark vibes going on. I've noticed how his aura changes when he wants to kiss me, or worse. 
 
    “What else do you like other than eggs, Blaire?”  
 
    I lift my shoulders. “I'm not fussy. I'll eat anything.” 
 
    “I didn't ask if you're fussy. I said what do you like other than eggs. What would you usually eat at home?” 
 
    I definitely want to punch him, especially when he speaks to me like this. I'm not a fucking child.  
 
    I don't find his gaze again. I eat the rest of my eggs, keeping my eyes down. “I don't know, chicken, vegetables, potatoes.”  
 
    Nothing more is said about what food I like. Charlie sits with me until I finish off my breakfast. Then he stands and takes the tray from my lap. I look up at him, and of course he's staring at me. He's always staring at me, intrigued or something. 
 
    “Meet me downstairs in ten minutes”—he gestures with the tray—“I'll clean this up and then we'll head off.”  
 
    I nod, glad that he's taking me with him. Someone has to look out for Maksim because I doubt Charlie is. He has other intentions. I know it.  
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    Charlie and I shrug into our jackets by the double front doors. He's wearing brown leather, and I have to admit, he looks good in it, especially with his black hair curling around his features. He looks dangerous and rugged.  
 
    “Here, let me get that.” He helps me into my own jacket, slipping it up my arms before pulling out my hair and draping it down my back. 
 
    I want to stop him but why bother? Unless I want him making my life hell for the next three months, I need to find some common ground with him.  
 
    “I want my gun before we leave,” I say, zipping up and facing him.  
 
    “Yeah, all right.” He chuckles, grabbing a set of car keys from a cupboard on the wall by the doors. 
 
    “I'm serious.” I stare at him without blinking. “I want my gun.” 
 
    He's quietly looking at me, with his eyes flittering between mine. Then he snaps, “You're mad if you actually believe I'll let you around me with a pistol.”  
 
    “Ugh, Charlie,” I sigh out his name, running my fingers through my hair, feeling as though he wants to control everything about me—even my safety. “I can't live like this for three months,” I say. “You're too intense.”  
 
    His eyebrows shoot up.  
 
    “There has to be some kind of mutual respect between us, otherwise, I'd rather you and Maksim fall out, and I go back to my old life.” I shrug. “It's your choice.” 
 
    “You can't decide that.” 
 
    Slowly and softly, I say, “I can. I'll just pay for it.” 
 
    He grinds his jaw, and now he's glaring at me. “You'll put a bullet in my head while I sleep if I give you back your gun. Why do you think I took it from you in the first place, hmm? I don't trust you.” 
 
    Like I give a shit if he trusts me or not.  
 
    “I don't need you to be asleep to shoot you.” I reach past him and tug open one of the front doors, allowing in a rush of cold air. “I'll be waiting outside. Bring my gun. I don't feel safe without it.” 
 
    When I walk past him, I shove him with my shoulder. He huffs, as if he wants to say something, but he doesn't.  
 
    Exiting the house, I jog down the porch steps, immediately noticing Charlie has a fetish—for cars I mean. There's a black Mercedes, a red Ferrari, two Range Rovers—one in black and the other in white—and an old red sports car. They're all parked on the right side of the stony driveway, under a wall of climbing white flowers.  
 
    Who needs this many cars?  
 
    “I must be crazy giving this back to you,” Charlie says from behind. 
 
    Pivoting, I take my gun from him. It's cold and heavy. It's my safety blanket.  
 
    “Blaire,” he says my name gravely, giving me his hardest stare, “I'm only gonna warn you once. If you ever pull that gun on me again”—he points a finger in my face—“I'll put you down. Is that clear?” 
 
    I nod, unbothered. I don't plan on using my gun on him. I only used the fantasy of it last night to scare him, which failed immensely.  
 
    Closing his eyes, he lets out a deep breath. He's uneasy about me having a weapon. Good.  
 
    “Let's go,” he says. “We have to be in West Sussex by two.” 
 
    The black Range Rover flashes to signal it's open, so I head for it, my feet crunching against the driveway.   
 
    “Do you want me to drive?” I tuck my gun away in my inside jacket pocket and zip myself up again.  
 
    Charlie throws the keys without question, and I catch them in steady hands. 
 
    “I suppose this mutual respect has to start somewhere.” He winks at me—actually winks at me. It makes my cheeks warm up.  
 
    What is it with him and that dark alluring thing he's got going on? Even Maksim doesn't affect me on this level.  
 
    I jump into the driver's seat and press the button to fire up the vibrating engine. For a moment, just a quick moment, I wonder if Charlie has spoken to Maksim. If he's told him that I pulled a gun on him. 
 
    I'm petrified that he has. Maksim will beat me half to death for provoking Charlie, the man he clearly fears.  
 
    “Blaire?” Charlie says from beside me. I hadn't even noticed him getting into the car. “What's wrong?”  
 
    I realize I'm frozen, squeezing the wheel of the car so hard that my knuckles are white.  
 
    “Have you spoken to Maksim today?” 
 
    He shakes his head, pulling on his seatbelt. “I'll be seeing him next weekend. And don't worry, Señorita, I won't tell him you tried to shoot me.” 
 
    The relief of hearing him say that is comforting. I sag in my seat, letting out a breath.  
 
    “Is that what you're worried about?” he asks, touching my arm to gain my attention. 
 
    I shrug. It's obvious I was worried.  
 
    “Blaire, listen”—he gives my arm a gentle squeeze—“I know this isn't exactly conventional, the way I've taken you from Maksim. I know you're having a hard time. But soon you'll see that you can trust me. Whatever happens between us is our business. Not Maksim's.” 
 
    “I'll have to tell him when I see him, you know?” I twist at the waist to face Charlie, holding the steering wheel with one hand. “He'll ask what we've been up to.” 
 
    “That's on you.” Turning up his lips, he shrugs. “As far as I'm concerned, this is our private business.” 
 
    “It's not that private when Maksim gave you permission to drug and abuse me.” I sound bitter, but I am. He's twisting my mind, making me take pleasure in things I shouldn't, kissing me like he's in love with me or whatever.  
 
    I don't even know why I'm talking to him like this, as if I know him on a personal level. It pisses me off royally.  
 
    “Blaire, ohhh, Blaire.” Reaching over, Charlie grabs the back of my seat, giving me his full attention, “Whether Maksim gave me permission to take you or not, I'd have taken you because I wanted you.”  
 
    I frown at him, fighting not to react to that consuming look in his eyes.  
 
    “He isn't the boss of me, as I'm sure you've noticed.”  
 
    I huff, glancing away.  
 
    “Anyhow,” he says, lightly tugging on a strand of my hair, making me look back at him, “regardless of all that, as far as my intimacy with you goes, it's our business.”  
 
    I don't reply to that.  
 
    In silence, we gaze at each other, Charlie’s blue eyes pacing back and forth between mine. I don't know what happens, but I feel a sense of privacy between us. I actually believe he won't tell anyone about what he's doing to me. It isn't like Maksim can force information out of him. It's Charlie who has all the power. 
 
    “All right?” He raises his eyebrows at me. 
 
    After a while of thinking, and holding back a million questions, I nod, trusting him like the fucking idiot I am. It's not even forced trust, I just do. 
 
    “Can I ask you one more thing, Charlie?” 
 
    He tips his head, seeming a little surprised. “Sure you can.” 
 
    “Why did you let me talk to him, on the phone last night?” I have to know this at least. “You said you didn't want us having any contact until you're done with me, so why?” 
 
    “You looked too nervous for my liking—more nervous than I anticipated you'd be—and I knew that if you spoke to him, you'd be okay.” He gestures out the window screen like he's averting from my question. “C'mon, Señorita. We need to get a move on.”  
 
    I want to tell him that I was nervous, that he didn't need to drug me because if Maksim said so, I would have come with him, but I won't get any more out of him. So I put the car in gear and pull out of the wide driveway, between tall electric gates that open on command.  
 
    I fleetingly wonder if he is using me to get back at Maksim. It doesn't feel like he is. The way he looks at me and kisses me...I feel like he genuinely likes me. But perhaps I'm just green to men of his standards.  
 
    I don't know. 
 
    He really confuses me.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    We don't talk much on the drive to West Sussex, other than Charlie telling me, “Take a left, get off on that highway, turn right.” We just watch the city landscape change to farming fields and acres of flourishing green land packed with sheep. I suppose there isn't much to say, really. He got what he wanted last night, and I'm safe from his sexual desires for a while. 
 
    It takes about two hours for us to arrive at our destination, but we arrive when the Albanians expect us at two o'clock on the dot. 
 
    “Let me do all the talking,” Charlie says, tucking a gun into the back of his jeans. 
 
    “Do you think I'm stupid?” He should know by now that I don't usually speak unless spoken to. I only talk back to him. I just now ponder over why I have the guts to do that. 
 
    “What is it?” he asks. 
 
    “Nothing.” I shake it off. 
 
    “Blaire...” he elongates my name. “If I ask you a question, I expect you to answer me.”  
 
    I sigh, blinking down, then back up at him. “I'm just wondering why I talk back to you when I wouldn't dream of doing it to anyone else.” 
 
    Sitting back, he grips the handbrake, and watches me in quiet muse.  
 
    “Maybe because I don't order your silence. Maybe you feel comfortable around me.”  
 
    I laugh mordantly. “Comfortable? Really?” 
 
    “Well, as you said”—he shrugs with one shoulder—“apart from me, you wouldn’t dream of speaking before being spoken to, yet, you've never questioned yourself with me.” 
 
    The idea isn't lost on me. Staring at him staring at me, I mull it over, annoyed that he might be right. Even at Rumo's poker game, I indulged Charlie. I spoke to him, and I lied to Maksim when he asked what Charlie and I had talked about after I bested James. I've never lied to Maksim before. I've never spoken to anyone like I do Charlie, and I don't even know him.  
 
    “Don't think about it too much.” Charlie's raspy voice breaks through the silence. “I like that you prefer this rather than the obedient dog Maksim has trained you to be.”  
 
    “How do you know I prefer this?” 
 
    “Don't you?” He raises his eyebrows, locking us in a moment. 
 
    I can't tell if he's manipulating me or not. I just can't read Charlie.  
 
    “You're trying to get in my head,” I say through gritted teeth. 
 
    “No, Señorita,” he says softly, looking between my eyes. “I just want to know you, that's all.” 
 
    “Why though?” I ask with clear frustration. “Why do you even want me? You could have any woman you want. A woman who doesn't resist you,” I add with sarcasm. 
 
    “You'll soon give into wanting me too. It's the law of attraction.”  
 
    It's like he just slapped me across the face. I will admit that I do fancy him. I just hate how he makes me feel. 
 
    “That doesn't explain why you're doing this to me.” I peer down at myself, mystified, then back up at him. “I'm not your type. Not like those girls at Maksim's party. I'm not what you want, not really.” I go on and on. Don't ask where my audacity has come from, but I just can't seem to stop the verbal diarrhea. I need to know why.  
 
    Reaching over, Charlie flicks down the sun visor and opens the mirror. I scowl between him and my haunting reflection. 
 
    “What?” I say, still scowling.   
 
    He looks at me in mocking fondness, as if he knows I don't get his point, then climbs out of the car before I have a chance to ask anything more.  
 
    “Charlie, Iisos Khristos.” I huff out, tensing my fists.  
 
    He rounds the car and opens my door for me, just as he did the first night I met him. I don't think about the gesture. I slide out of the car, wishing he'd give me a straight fucking answer.  
 
    He won't though, of course. Charlie is nothing if not calculating. I feel he wants me to work out everything on my own.   
 
    Seven black SUVs with heavily tinted windows pull up around us. I grab Charlie's arm to keep him near and reach for my gun, thinking this is a setup. 
 
    “Relax. They’re my men.” Charlie closes his hand over mine, and strokes over my knuckles with his thumb, warming me from the outside in. “I don't go anywhere without backup.”  
 
    I snatch my hand back, trying to evade the way he makes me feel.  
 
    “C'mon,” he says, nodding at the mansion before us. It’s all smooth white walls and tall sash windows. 
 
    I walk with Charlie toward the house, peering up at him from the side. He carries himself with pure confidence, strolling onward like he owns the world and everything in it, his handsome face as impassive as ever.  
 
    We reach the bottom of the porch, and he catches me staring. A huge smile spreads across his face.  
 
    “Ready?” he says. 
 
    In a bit of a fluster at being caught ogling, I blink away and focus on the stone steps in front of us. “Yeah, I'm ready.” 
 
    Charlie's hand hovers on the low of my back as we pace up the porch steps together. 
 
    “If anything goes down,” he says, something untrusting flashing through his eyes, “make sure you don't fucking shoot me.”  
 
    “I know how to use a gun, Charlie.” I sound offended because I am. He gives me no credit for my skills. “Believe me, I've never shot anyone I didn't mean to.”  
 
    “Just make sure.” He knocks on the door, and an unfamiliar face greets us. 
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    Charlie shakes hands with a guy he addresses as Robert. He's as tall as he is wide, standing there in the doorway draped in a long black coat.  
 
    Remaining in the background, I observe the situation, listening to every word they exchange with extra awareness. I need to know why the Albanians have a beef with Maksim, and then I can find a clean solution to how we can avoid a war.  
 
    Tatiana doesn’t like unnecessary conflicts.  
 
    “I appreciate you agreeing to see me,” Charlie says, withdrawing his hand. “I understand the situation is tense.”  
 
    “No. Thank you for coming on Maksim's behalf.” Robert's accent is thick and cold, like his eerie brown eyes. “I'm not sure we would have been able to resist killing him otherwise.” 
 
    My defensive instincts buzz in my veins. No one is killing Maksim on my watch.  
 
    I glance between Charlie and Robert with careful scrutiny, while my hand twitches for my gun.  
 
    “Do you have a picture of her?” Charlie says, and I frown, trying to read between the lines. “I see no point in pissing around.”  
 
    I rake through my mind for who this her could be. The only conclusion I come to is she must be the Albanian girl Maksim and his friends fucked at the Prince's party. It's too much of a coincidence.   
 
    “No. I agree,” Robert says. Peeling open his coat, he pulls out a tiny photo and passes it to Charlie. “She was very beautiful. As you can imagine, my anger is quite justified.” 
 
    Charlie doesn't bother studying the photo. He proffers it to me, of all people. I don't take it. I don't even look at it. I scowl up at Charlie, wondering why he's trying to show it to me. 
 
    “Do you recognize her?” He raises his eyebrows at me, gesturing with the photo. “The girl in the picture.”  
 
    “Why are you showing that to me?” I ask softly, beyond confused. If it is the girl I'm thinking of, then he knows what she looks like.  
 
    “Just answer the question, Blaire,” he whispers, though I can feel the urgency under his voice.  
 
    He pushes my hair back over my shoulder, trying to create intimacy between us. My eyes flicker to Robert, then back to Charlie, who is watching me like a hawk.  
 
    “So, you're Blaire?” Robert interrupts us, gaining Charlie's attention. “She's the fighter, is that right?” 
 
    Charlie faces Robert and tells him that I am, shoving one hand in his jeans pocket. “And she's good. I've seen her in action.” 
 
    “Oh, I don't doubt that,” Robert drawls, his cold gaze journeying up and down my small frame. “I've heard great things about you, girl.” 
 
    I analyze him as he analyzes me. He's got blood on his hands. I can tell from his icy, gangster-like exterior, puffed out chest, and hard-life wearing expression on his face.  
 
    He doesn't scare me. I've ended men greater and more dangerous than him.   
 
    “I've also heard of your silence.” He laughs, giving Charlie this sultry look, flashing coffee stained teeth. “Is she on offer in exchange for the girl who was taken from me? Because I'd be more than happy to forget about all the bad blood for her.” Smiling down at me, he adds, “She's pretty.”  
 
    I don't react to his smuttiness. I remain as impassive as ever.  
 
    “Blaire isn't on offer.” Charlie's tone leaves no room for negotiations, nor does his body language as he steps in front of me. “As we agreed, if Blaire confirms that this is the girl Maksim and his friends fucked-up, you'll tell me how much she was worth and I'll ensure she's paid for in full.” 
 
    “What?!” I shout without thinking. This can't be right. I had to bargain with Charlie so he'd let me come to this meeting, and now I'm to identify someone? And, he fucking knows what that girl looks like, so why does he need me to identify her?  
 
    Charlie glances over his shoulder at me. It takes every ounce of will I have not to attack him. How dare he try to turn me against my master like this.   
 
    “Her name is Arjana.” Robert confirms that it is the girl from the party. “She is worth half a million euros to me, for she was a virgin with Palestinian blood.” 
 
    “That's fair enough,” Charlie says, nodding a few times. He then pivots to me, holding up the photo again. “Do you recognize her?” 
 
    I don't look at the photo. I give him this wolfish glare, on the verge of ripping his head off. 
 
    “Blaire?” he says my name gravely, walking into me, lifting the photo so I can't avoid seeing it. “Do. You. Recognize. Her?” 
 
    My jaw ticks, as I glance at her. Arjana is wearing a green Oxford college uniform, her dark hair pinned back. She looks very content in this image, hugging what looks like a bunch of school folders. Her big brown eyes are innocent, and her smile is wide, pretty, and carefree. 
 
    My throat is so tight that I can barely breathe. 
 
    “If you don't answer me,” Charlie says under his breath, his eyes flittering between mine, “I can't sort this out.” 
 
    I swallow, standing my ground of silence. I won't do this to Maksim. I won't betray him.  
 
    Briefly shutting his eyes, Charlie sighs, then he turns to Robert. “She won't answer. Trust me on that.”               
 
    “Thing is”—Robert shrugs—“we can't take Blaire's silence as a yes or a no. Everyone is aware of her loyalty to Maksim. Everyone is aware that she won't talk without his permission. And I need to know who took Arjana from me. I need to know who has her, so I can get her back.” 
 
    So, Robert doesn't know Charlie took her.  
 
    I don't know what to do. In any normal situation, I'd end Robert and be done with the bother, but I'm not sure Maksim wants that to happen.  
 
    Charlie pulls out his phone and tells me to call Maksim, to ask for permission to speak to Robert. “Make it concise,” he says. 
 
    I refrain from taking the phone, clenching my fists. I can't speak to Maksim in front of these two. They could overhear.  
 
    “I'll pay you the half a million,” I blurt out to Robert. “I'm not saying I know that girl or that I don't. I'm just agreeing to pay the debt.” 
 
    Silence.  
 
    Robert is surveying me with curious eyes. I can feel them on my face.  
 
    “Why would you pay a debt that doesn't belong to you, girl?” Robert comes out of the house and prowls toward me.  
 
    “I won't have this looming over Maksim,” I say, wary that he's still coming at me.   
 
    One more step...if he takes one more step, I'll tear him to pieces. Then Charlie for lying his way out of knowing Arjana.  
 
    Before I can say or do anything, Charlie meets Robert chest to chest, acting as a barrier between us both. “Not another step.” 
 
    Smelling war in the air, I pull out my gun and hold it beside my leg. I glance around the front yard, rapidly tucking my hair behind my ears so I can scan our situation. Charlie's flock of men are standing outside their cars. They’re dressed in black combat outfits, hands clasping machine guns over their laps. Their attention is focused on us by the front doors, emotionless eyes studying the state of affairs.  
 
    It makes me feel a little better to know that we have backup if we need it. 
 
    I focus back on Charlie and Robert. 
 
    “I need to speak to Blaire,” Robert says eventually, his eyes narrowed in on Charlie. “I need to look into her eyes and find the truth.” 
 
    “She won't say anything more than offering to pay the debt.”  
 
    Robert tries to walk up to me but Charlie sidesteps him, and then again.  
 
    “Leave her alone or we're gonna have a problem,” Charlie says. “That's not a warning.” 
 
    “I can't leave this alone.” Robert presses his hands together, like he's praying or something, “I want to see the girl's eyes when I ask if she knows Arjana.” 
 
    Charlie grabs his gun from the back of his jeans and slips back the top hammer. Robert reaches in his coat. 
 
    “I wouldn't,” Charlie says, gesturing out, “there are over thirty of my men and one of you.” 
 
    “That's because you warned me there would be consequences if I had my security detail!” Robert is red with fury, snapping, “I only came alone because I know you are a man of your word. You said there would be no trouble!”  
 
    My heart is in my throat. I'm not scared, just nervous. I don't know what to do. Yeah, I'm not Charlie's greatest fan, but I won't stand back and watch him get shot, not after he's clearly watching out for me.  
 
    Robert is visibly conflicted, a thoughtful expression on his face as he stares at Charlie. He's not sure whether to press Charlie or not. In all honesty, I'm not sure if I ever should, either. There’s something formidable about him.  
 
    “You need to stop this,” Charlie says coolly. “Don't start something I'll have to finish. Just take the money and let this be over with.”  
 
    “I need to know who has Arjana,” Robert snaps, the veins in his neck contracting. “I can't just let this go. I had her for barely two hours before someone came into my house and stole her. Someone invaded my personal space! I can’t just let that go, Charlie.” 
 
    “That's irrelevant to me,” Charlie says, and he warns, “If you start a conflict with Maksim, I'll be on his side.” 
 
    “What?!” Robert's face lights up with shock. “Why would you side with that scumbag? He's the reason you did a stretch in a Russian jail!” 
 
    My mouth drops open. Charlie went to jail because of Maksim? What the fuck? Why?  
 
    Charlie cocks his head. “Let's just say, I've got other interests when it comes to Maksim now.” 
 
    Robert pulls his eyebrows together and looks down at me, then back at Charlie.  
 
    Charlie nods, and I sense he's grinning. 
 
    It all ends pretty quickly from there, which baffles me completely. Charlie says that Maksim will pay within the month. “Any longer, and I'll call you.” 
 
    Robert lets out a steely breath, obviously pissed off with the outcome. “Looks like I have no other choice but to accept that offer then, do I?”  
 
    I hide my gun away before anyone sees it, wondering how the hell I'm going to tell Maksim about what's happened here today. He needs to know.  
 
    “Trust that I'll find out what happened to your girl,” Charlie says, shoving his gun in the back of his jeans before fixing his t-shirt to cover it. “Anyone who was involved will suffer my wrath, as a favor to you for trusting I'll deal with the situation.” Reaching back, he grabs one of my hands and entwines our fingers together. My stomach flips, mostly with anxiety from touching him, but also with a dollop of embarrassment that he's holding my hand in front of Robert. His grip is firm yet gentle, his hand completely covering mine.  
 
    “We'll be off now, Robert. Take care, and I'll speak to you very soon.” Forcing me down the porch steps, Charlie leads me back to his car.  
 
    Robert says a curt goodbye from a distance, and then I hear the front doors close with a loud crash.  
 
    I cannot believe how easily people back down from Charlie. I don't know why. He isn't any different from all the other underworld elites. Or is he? Maybe Maksim didn't tell me the full story about him. Charlie does refuse to address Maksim in the proper manner and gets no reprove from anyone.  
 
    Charlie puts his lips on my ear, and whispers, “You did well, Blaire.”  
 
    “Huh?” I say, screwing up my face.  
 
    Opening the car door for me, he puts me in the passenger seat and plugs in my seatbelt. I briefly wonder why he isn't letting me drive us back to his house, but I don't really care.  
 
    “What do you mean, ‘I did well’?”  
 
    He smiles sneakily at me, and my eyes enlarge. Did he just use my loyalty to Maksim to his advantage? 
 
    He clicks my door shut, jogs around the car, and jumps into the driver's seat, firing up the engine. I vaguely see all his men piling into their cars, but I'm not really paying attention.  
 
    I turn to face Charlie, gripping the edge of my chair. “Did you just use me?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” Charlie says, a stupid, naive expression on his face. “I knew you wouldn't say anything about Maksim without his consent. Actually, I was banking on it.”  
 
    I'm stunned, and I know I look it. Yes, I'm glad he's taken care of Maksim's problem with the Albanians, but I can't say I'm happy about the way he used me. He could have told me what the plan was. I'm not an idiot. I would have followed suit.  
 
    Putting the car in gear, Charlie pulls down the driveway, between the arsenal of SUVs that follow us out. 
 
    “Why did you just pretend you've never seen that girl, Arjana, before?” I ask, striving to keep my cool so I can get the answers I need. 
 
    “Because I've got her”—he steers down a country lane—“and I won't be able to keep her if Robert knows that now, will I?” 
 
    “What the...You can't be...Are you kidding me?!” I yell, feeling sick. “Who the fuck are you, a kleptomaniac of females?” 
 
    He bursts out laughing. “I can't believe you know what that means.”  
 
    “This isn't funny, Charlie! Why the hell do you have her?” My eyes are blazing, and my gut is turning over with guilt because I can't help thinking he's mistreating her, too. “You're abusing her, aren't you?” I have to ask, then I add in anger, “You're all the fucking same!” 
 
    “Dios mío, calm down, Blaire.” He lifts a wary, defensive hand. “I'm not abusing her.”  
 
    “Then why do you have her?” I speak through clenched teeth. 
 
    “I sent her to Mexico because she said she didn't want to stay in Europe.” He shrugs with one shoulder, withdrawing his hand. “I've sorted her out with a place to live and enough money to keep her comfortable until she can work.” 
 
    I'm gawping, absolutely baffled. “But...why? Why would you do that?” 
 
    He looks at me from the corner of his eye. “Because I can.”  
 
    What a smug motherfucker. Yeah he's done a good deed but why does he have to season it in arrogance?  
 
    “Aren't you worried Robert will discover it was you who took her?” I question. “He only has to ask around, you know, anyone who is anyone was at that party.” 
 
    Charlie laughs with mockery. “Everyone who was there that night has been briefed and know that if they say anything about my presence, they'll not only have the Albanians on their asses, but me.” 
 
    I don't know what to say anymore, so I sit back in confliction.  
 
    “You all right?” He side-glances me. 
 
    I refuse to look at him, holding my tongue. He's the most confusing man I've ever met.  
 
    He steers onto the highway where it’s bumper to bumper traffic.  
 
    “Are you ignoring me?” He reaches over and cups my hand, giving me a squeeze.  
 
    I snatch away from him, staring out of the side window.   
 
    “Ohhh, don't sulk, Señorita.” He gently pushes my hair back over my shoulder. “I know I used you, but it worked in our favor. And as for the girl, I've no desire for her. I just wanted to help her.” 
 
    I don't utter a word. In silence, I fester in my own thoughts. 
 
    “Okay then,” he says softly, flicking on the radio. “Silence it is.”  
 
    I'm quiet throughout the entire journey back to his house, which is three fucking hours long given the traffic.  
 
    Lately, it feels like someone up there really hates me.  
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    We pull up on Charlie's driveway at just shy of six in the evening. I'm thirsty, and hungry as I haven't eaten for over six hours. I'm still simmering over the fact that Charlie used me to his advantage, too. But, most of all, I want to get the fuck away from him for a while before I explode. I can't take how many different personalities he has.  
 
    I step out of the car, slam my door shut with noticeable anger, and head straight for the house.  
 
    “Blaire!” Charlie calls out, sighing. “C'mon, Dios mío, you can't really be that mad at me?” He jogs up beside me and stops in front of me, so I can't go inside the house without forcefully moving him. “If Robert found out Maksim definitely had a hand in fucking that girl, I cannot say what might've happened. It's better this way.” 
 
    I cross my arms, looking at his chest, my aggravation like a living thing in the air between us.  
 
    “I have to say, I never imagined you'd sulk.” Charlie hooks a finger under my chin, forcing our eyes to line up. His are glowing with fond amusement, I guess because he feels like he's breaking me down and revealing my layers.  
 
    “S'all right, though.” He smirks at me. “I think it's kinda cute.” 
 
    CUTE! 
 
    “I need a car,” I say in a blank manner, “and a phone so I can call Maksim to arrange a plane.” 
 
    Dropping his hand to his side, he glowers at me. I knew that would get him.   
 
    “Why?” he asks. 
 
    I tell him that I need to go to the Cayman Islands. “As soon as possible.” 
 
    “Huh?” He runs a hand through his black hair, frowning. “Why?” 
 
    “All my money is in an offshore account there”—I tighten my arms over my chest—“and the only way to access it is to take it out in person.” 
 
    He still looks confused, though he's trying to save face, giving me this awkward smile that doesn't quite reach his eyes. “You don't need any money. Maksim can sort his debt.” 
 
    I shake my head. “He'll have to go to his boss for that much money, who will want to know what's going on.” 
 
    A pulse near Charlie's temple starts throbbing. “Then he’ll have to explain.”  
 
    “Maksim won't do that.” My voice comes out deceivingly smooth. “His boss will be fuming that he almost started a war with the Albanians over a girl. He won't risk that.” Though I have more to say, I stop talking, watching Charlie's cool facade slowly dissolve.  
 
    “Then I guess he'll have to reap Tatiana's wrath.” 
 
    He knows Tatiana?  
 
    I shake my head once. “I won't let Maksim suffer her wrath.” 
 
    “Why not?” He sounds like he's gradually losing it, his eyes a little wider. “It's not your job to protect him from his hobby of raping girls. Maybe he deserves a comeuppance.” 
 
    I cock my head. “It is my job to protect him, actually.” 
 
    Charlie minces his teeth together. “How do you have that much money? And how the fuck do you have access to more money than Maksim does?” 
 
    “That's none of your business.”  
 
    As if I'd tell him Tatiana restricted Maksim's finances for five years due to his overspending? Any money that goes through him goes straight to her.  
 
    Charlie raises his eyebrows like he usually does to summon an answer, but I say nothing. I don't have to give him the ins and outs of my life. The deal he made with Maksim was for my body, nothing else.  
 
    “Why do you bow to Maksim when you've got money, physical, intellectual skills, and beauty? Shouldn't it be the other way around?” 
 
    “I don't expect you or anyone else to understand me, Charlie,” I say. “Are you going to lend me your car or what? I need to go as soon as possible, as I just said.” 
 
    “You”—he points at my feet, his eyes flashing with clear loss of control—“are to be here with me for three months. I shouldn't even be letting you come on jobs with me, let alone fly to another fucking country!” 
 
    “Oh, don't even go there,” I say with bold conceit. “We both know you tricked me into believing you were doing me a favor by letting me come today, so you can stop taking the moral high ground.”  
 
    “Moral high...” he starts to say, but doesn't finish. He just glares at me, his nostrils flaring. 
 
    “Calm down, Charlie Decena, before you have a stroke.” I smirk at him. It's quite entertaining seeing him on the verge of boiling over for once. “Don't worry, while I'm gone you won't be alone. I'll get you a nice girl to keep you company for a few days. A nice Russian girl who won't mind being sodomized.” I sound bitter as I say that, but I am. 
 
    It seems I've hit a nerve because Charlie shuts his mouth, the muscles under his jaw contracting.   
 
    We're quiet for a few seconds, staring at each other, the atmosphere thick with tension. I'm not going to break the silence. He can. It's his fault. 
 
    “I'm not doing this with you, Blaire.” His tone comes out ice cold. “If it's an apology you want for last night, then fine. I'm sorry. If I hurt you, I never meant to. I told you this morning that I didn't want to hurt you.”  
 
    “You could've fooled me with your pathetic attempt at scaring me.” 
 
    He scowls at me. “Attempt at scaring you?” 
 
    “Yeah”—I step up to him—“you know, when you agreed that you were going to do terrible things to me.” I've no idea where my daring attitude has come from, but I'm not backing down. 
 
    “I said that to put you in your place.”  
 
    “And drugging me? Was that okay 'because you could'?” I mockingly repeat what he said about his reasons for saving Arjana.  
 
    “No, of course it wasn’t,” he says through clenched teeth. It's like he's sucking on a lemon. Men like him don't apologize, but I will admit it's good to hear.  
 
    “I realize now I went too far with you, all right?” He lifts both his hands in a shrug. “What else can I say, hmm? You tell me and I'll say it.”  
 
    “There's nothing for you to say.” My voice comes out in a whisper, as I stare down at the ground. 
 
    “Well,” he whispers back at me, dropping his hands to his sides, and I peer up at him, “if it's any consolation, I'm not normally so soft with girls.” He looks very honest saying this, like it matters. “You pulled a gun on me, and I let you get away with it. Believe me, Señorita, I've killed others for less.”  
 
    I scoff. Is that his silver lining? 
 
    “As for The Cayman Islands,” he narrows a firm finger at me, “you can forget that. I'll lend you the money so you can pay Robert. I'll pay him within the month. You can give it back to me when your time here is up.” 
 
    “You're just going to lend me half a million pounds?” I say with a gawp, my voice higher than it's ever been. “Just like that?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He nods, his eyes glittering with some strange emotion. “I want us to get along. I don't want you loathing me for three months.” 
 
    I twist up my face. “Why do you care if I like you or not?” 
 
    He shrugs. “I dunno. I just do.”  
 
    The reality of the situation really starts to sink in. “You're not going to tire of me, are you?”  
 
    He doesn't answer me right away, just looks at me with...I don't know. I've never seen that expression on his face.   
 
    “Probably not, no,” he says eventually, his tone softer now. “How could I?” 
 
    This is just fucking great. I want to scream. 
 
    “In spite of how you feel about me right now,” he says, “you're better off with me than with Maksim. I wouldn't dare let you take a bullet for me.” 
 
    “That's good then, because I wouldn't.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes. “I’m not gonna keep arguing with you, Blaire. So why don't you lose that stinking, redhead attitude for one damn night, and let's go have something to eat and drink. We can overlook all this bullshit.”  
 
    I give him my hardest stare yet, knowing my eyes are balls of blue fire. As if I'm just going to forget about all of what's happened since he bought me from Maksim? 
 
    “Will you give me a break?” He waves out a hand in frustration. “I'm trying to level with you here.” 
 
    I don't believe him. He's playing me. I know it. He has to be. He's being nice to get me on his side. It's classic emotional bonding. Maksim used it on me—I know because I've researched it.  
 
    Charlie sighs, then steps up to me. I instinctively step back, holding out my hands to defend myself. I can't tell what he's thinking. He doesn't have that dark alluring thing going on, but I just can't tell what he's thinking.  
 
    “I'm not gonna hurt you.” Taking one of my hands in his, he strokes over my knuckles with his thumb, turning my bones to jelly. “Just kiss you.” 
 
    Heat spreads across my cheeks. I look down and pull my hand free, holding it to my chest.  
 
    “Blaire—” 
 
    “We should go have that dinner you're so hungry for,” I say, and I don't hang around for his kiss. I walk past him, half expecting him to stop me and force his tongue down my throat.  
 
    He doesn't. He lets me leave. 
 
    He is seriously doing my head in. One minute he's arrogant and dominating, then twisted and sexually infringing, and then he's like this.  
 
    I'm still not sure of his agenda with me. I've never met a man like him before. I can't figure him out. I'm not even sure if I hate him or if I'm taking a liking to him. I fancy him for sure, but I just don't know.  
 
    I don't know anything anymore.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    In the entrance hall of Charlie’s big house, I try two sets of doors before I find the kitchen, which is all rough sandstone floors and high ceilings with crisscrossing dark wooden beams. The walls are an uneven pallid yellow.  
 
    Hiding my hands in the sleeves of my jacket, I wander in. It smells like lemon zest. When I find two readymade chicken salads in the American style fridge, I notice why. Grabbing one out, I pick at the leaves with my fingers. It's seasoned in lemon juice. On the side there's a bowl of grated lemon zest.  
 
    I think Charlie has a thing for cooking. I haven't seen a housekeeper or a cook here, so I'm assuming he made this. 
 
    I pull open a few drawers in the alcove cooking area, searching for some cutlery, then I take my salad over to the dining table. It seats ten, resting in front of French style doors that are set between a collection of windows on either side. The garden is enormous with perfectly cut grass that seems to go on for miles. I hover above my chair to peer out the windows. A patio area with a bistro set, then a large swimming pool that's sparkling under the evening's sun. I can see myself training out there in the garden. It's big enough to get lost in.  
 
    Surrounding the garden, far in the horizon, tall, thick trees hide the house, the majority of them blooming in white flowers.  
 
    I'm an outdoorsy person, so I'm glad Charlie has ample space.  
 
    Lowering onto my chair, I fork the salad. It's fresh, crunchy and sour with that lemon juice. It's not an overpowering flavor. It works well with the oily, grated garlic.  
 
    A faint clanging noise makes me jump. I glance about on alert, hoping Charlie doesn't join me for dinner. I'm not sure I'll be able to stomach the food with him watching me. It's been such an intense day already. 
 
    There's no one in here but me, I see, scanning every corner.  
 
    I'm too anxious to sit back and enjoy how yummy the salad is, so it doesn't take me long to polish it off.  
 
    I wash up my bowl and cutlery in the sink before drying them, leaving the kitchen as I found it. Then I sneak upstairs to my room, kicking off my boots on the way in, and shut the door.  
 
    I'm almost sure Charlie is going to come and take me again, so I crawl into bed fully clothed, leaving the lights on for when it gets dark. I'm not scared—or I don't think I'm scared—just a little anxious. I don't understand how he makes me feel.   
 
    I force myself not to think about any of that. I don't want to think about being intimate with Charlie, and I don't want to think about today. I just want to switch off. 
 
    After a while of peace and quiet, listening to the birds chirping outside the window, I start to relax, counting the rose moldings on the ceiling so I can put myself to sleep. I'd usually wear headphones so I can learn in my sleep, the voice of a stranger teaching my subconscious, but I don't have any headphones here. I quickly find out it's hard to nod-off without them.  
 
    Rolling onto my side, I give in and reflect on today, and only today, hoping the fact that it's over can put me out of my misery. It's been okay, really, which surprises me given how our time together began yesterday. I think I might be all right here for three months, if Charlie really is sorry, and we stick to business as usual.  
 
    Somehow, I don't think that's going to happen. Charlie might have been kind enough to offer me an apology but he's still a man. A powerful, needy man. I'm still here for a reason.  
 
    “Two months, three weeks, and six days,” I tell myself, closing my eyes.  
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    The next day welcomes rain.  
 
    I'm snug in bed, warm and sleepy, staring out the window for over an hour before I strip out of my clothes to take a shower. I'm surprised to find there's a white body towel hanging on the heating rack by the frosted window, and things other than soap. My bra is gone from the floor, too. Charlie must have stocked the bathroom while I slept. I'm not sure how I feel about that. How long was he in here? And how the hell didn't I hear him? I'm trained to be aware of my surroundings, even in an unconscious state of sleep. 
 
    I shower under warm water this time, washing with some kind of soft body cream rather than soap, though I don't wash my hair. I curl it around my fist and knot it up without a hair-tie.  
 
    I feel a bit better today. I'm not as anxious. I slept well and woke peacefully, just like I usually do at home. 
 
    In the towel, dripping in water, I brush my teeth and wander into the bedroom, noticing for the first time a stack of books under the window. The titles range from Shakespeare's collection to Oscar Wild's “The Picture of Dorian Gray”, amongst other reads. I've got these books at home. 
 
    That's odd. 
 
    Charlie hasn't left out any clean clothes like he did yesterday, so I pull open the armoire doors. My clothes are here. My sports trousers and sweaters hanging up, a few pairs of my trainers lined up on the bottom shelf. Even my combat outfit is here.  
 
    Is this why he didn’t join me for dinner last night? Did he leave to go get my things?  
 
    My underwear isn't here, I see, rustling through the drawers with one hand, holding the towel to my body with my other. There's a collection of lace bras, thongs, and some other risqué garments that I've seen women wear before. Risqué garments that I'll not be wearing, that’s for sure.  
 
    I smile to myself nonetheless of the underwear. Charlie said he'd get my things for me and he has. I'm assuming those books are mine. I still can't stomach the fact that I didn't hear him enter my room last night. However, I am grateful to have some of my things. 
 
    Ignoring the chosen underwear, I dress in my combat gear and trainers, feeling like myself again. I find jeans so uncomfortable. I can't fight properly in them. They restrict my movements. Yes, my sports trousers are tight too, but they’re made of stretchy material.  
 
    Exiting the bedroom, I wander down the landing, the sweeping staircase, and into the kitchen. Charlie isn't here. It's so quiet, except for the rain spitting wildly against the windows. 
 
    I wonder where he is. 
 
    Pulling open the back doors, I go outside in the rain, shivering as it spits across my face.  
 
    The sky is a fortress of angry gray, breaking with heavy black clouds. The back garden is just as breathtaking as I remember, flourishing in lush green grass. I jog down the patio steps, around the titanic swimming pool, and to the end of the garden until I'm under the trees. The cold air chills my lungs, and my now damp clothes cling to my skin, but there is nothing like testing yourself in bad temperatures.  
 
    When my muscles feel loose and relaxed, I stop by a flowering rosebush. The petals are so red, like blood, each one more perfect than the next, sheathed in thorns.  
 
    I step out of my trainers, wiggling my toes in the soggy grass, and then I train with meditating Tai Chi, punching and kicking in slow motion, soaking up the way the earth feels right now. My feet become sodden and muddy but I don't mind. I love this feeling of being free.  
 
    The memory of Charlie taking me flows in and out of my thoughts, as does his apology and the way my body desires him when he touches and kisses me. It's like my subconscious is sorting the conflict for me, rather than me having to sit down and seriously mull over how he makes me feel. 
 
    This is why I delight in meditating. It's so peaceful.  
 
    With my hair tied back in a slack bun, the rain falls freely over my pale, freckly face, drenching through my clothes. It's refreshing.  
 
    I can sense eyes watching me from the house. I suspect it's Charlie. I don't stop my meditation. I go at it for two hours, lashing out lengthy, focused kicks and breathing steadily but softly.  
 
    When the rain dies down, I pick up my trainers and jog back across the garden, and inside the house. I'm dripping water everywhere but the kitchen has stone flooring, so I don't worry too much.  
 
    Dropping my trainers by the dining table, I go into the kitchen area. The coffee machine is steaming. I pour myself a cup, lift it to my nose, and breathe in with contentment. The smell of coffee in the morning is like home to me, the bitterness of real Columbian beans.  
 
    Roaming back across the kitchen, I stand by the back doors and hold the cup to my chest, taking in the last of the gray morning.  
 
    “Morning, Señorita.”  
 
    I flinch at the sound of Charlie's raspy voice. My stomach whirls with anxiety. It's a new kind of anxiety now. Worry yes, but also because I know I fancy him. It's so strange but I can feel it in the way my body responds to his presence. Since he turned me on, I seem to notice everything he makes me feel with extra effect. 
 
    He wanders over and stops behind me, his large body warming my back. He smells like he's fresh out of the shower, a mixture of male musk and clean body wash. My eyes flicker up his reflection in the French doors. He's wearing jeans and a gray round-neck t-shirt with his hair pulled back.  
 
    “Do you do that every day?” he asks softly, as we make eye contact.  
 
    So, he was watching me, probably like he is now, staring over my head at my reflection like he's hypnotized on something, and he's smiling at me. It's his unholy, alluring smile. 
 
    Wordless, I nod to answer his question and take a sip of my coffee, breaking eye contact. My heart is going crazy. Every time I see him it's like the first. 
 
    “You look beautiful when training.” He leans closer and whispers in my ear, “So focused.”   
 
    Little hairs on the back of my neck prick. There's something in his voice. Something fervent.  
 
    Reaching around my waist from behind, he presses a large hand onto my stomach and forces me back against his front, forcing me to emit a rough breath. He's hard in his jeans, pushing into my spine.  
 
    My toes curl against the cold stone floors.  
 
    “Are you going to fuck me in the ass again, Charlie?” I ask blankly, peering up at his reflection. I have to ask. I need to know so I can mentally prepare to lose my mind.  
 
    He stiffens behind me, with his hand like a rock on my stomach. He's not breathing, either. 
 
    Somehow, I've gotten to him. He's not the type of man to stop in his pursuits, but he has today.  
 
    How have I gotten to him?  
 
    I wish I knew so I could use it to my advantage.   
 
    Charlie takes my coffee cup and puts it down on a nearby side table. Then he grips my hips and makes me turn into him, my eyes level with his chest. I don't know what to say or do, so I just stare at his chest, filtering these vibes coming off him in electric waves.  
 
    Lifting my chin with a single finger, he orders me to look up at him, then he grips my hip again. “I want you,” he says sensitively, glancing all over my features, promise and restraint in his expression. “You know I do.”  
 
    I drop my eyes to the floor between us, everything in my body tightening with anxiety. I reluctantly want him too when he's touching me. It's so fucked up, and it makes me sick. I should hate him. Just because he's handsome it doesn't make what he's doing to me okay.  
 
    We're silent for a while. He's watching me. I can feel it. I can feel every-fucking-thing now. 
 
    “Stop making me feel guilty, Blaire,” he says, his voice now void of emotion. “You're my plaything, nothing more.”  
 
    “I'm not making you feel—” 
 
    A hand fists the back of my hair, causing me to yelp, and Charlie pushes me down to my knees. “Suck my cock, and I won't fuck you.” 
 
    My heart leaps into my throat.  
 
    It's an ultimatum, and one that I'm going to take if it prevents him from having my ass. But I can't admit I'm happy. He started to show kindness yesterday. We found our mutual ground. He apologized.  
 
    Maybe he's regretting his apology. 
 
    I don't know why, but that hurts, and I feel like such a fool for trying to make myself believe him. 
 
    Shutting off, I don't even think. I let my thoughts escape me.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    I fumble to unzip Charlie's jeans, careful not to make a sound when opening his belt. The sound of a belt reminds me of Maksim, and I can't think of him right now. 
 
    I pull down his black boxer briefs in time with lifting up his shirt. His length juts free, long, thick, and hard, swollen with veins. A mixture of sensations trickle through me. He's so robust and hairy all over. His pubic hair meets with a thin line of black dusty hair below his navel. His stomach is a work of art, not like those athletic men who have ironing board stomachs. Charlie is buff, made of raw chiseled abs.  
 
    Something in me clenches and warm liquid surges through me, gathering between my legs. I recognize it as arousal now, but I don't know what the fuck it's all about. He isn't even teasing me down there.   
 
    I glance up at him, at the taut look of desire on his face. He's waiting. 
 
    Not using my hands—my master taught me to suck his cock with no hands—I shut my eyes and run my tongue down the length of Charlie's shaft, swallowing a few inches of him in my mouth. He tastes like body wash, but he smells all manly and musky, his skin soft yet broad with solid veins. I find it all so bizarrely appealing that my sex throbs, making me conscious of how tight my trousers are.  
 
    I try to ignore the desire thriving inside me, focusing on satisfying Charlie, but it's so hard. I've never felt this power of desire for a man before.  
 
    I pull back, then I take another few inches of Charlie, wrapping my lips completely around him, causing my cheeks to ache because he's so thick. He moans with zeal, his grip in my hair tightening. It makes my scalp tear, though I try not to tense up too much so I don't end up biting him or something. I draw back once more, and then I gulp him right down this time, his crown hitting the back of my throat.  
 
    “Fuck,” he emits a curse, gasping out, and the sensations in me are no longer trickling. They're erupting, burning all over my body. I'm not completely sure, but I think I like this, having Charlie under my spell for once.   
 
    I fold my hands behind my back, curl my lips against my teeth, and suck back and forth, settling in to a leveled, satisfying rhythm, his cock smoothly gliding against my lips because it's inundated in my saliva.  
 
    Charlie mutters another violent curse under his breath. I can't resist peering up at him. Our eyes meet. His are heavy, a dark shade of blue because his pupils are expanding. He's so fucking gorgeous when intoxicated, lips slightly parted to accommodate faster breaths. 
 
    He cups my cheek with his free hand and strokes under my eye, his other hand still in my hair. He's back to being soft with me. I bask in his tenderness, sighing as I mouth-fuck him.  
 
    Another deep suck, then his cock throbs and pre-cum melts in my mouth. He's salty, on the verge of reaching his summit. I swallow before pushing him to the apex of my throat, blocking my air passage, but then he slips down my throat opening, causing me to gag. My lips now against his pubic hair, Charlie's entire body trembles with lust fueled anger and want. I choke with watery eyes and pull back, saliva coating my chin, but he doesn't seem to like that. Holding my cheek in one hand and my hair in his other, he starts fucking my throat, rippling his hips back and forth, making me retch over and over. He's losing control. I can feel it in him. 
 
    Using my hands, I press against his hips because I cannot breathe. I gasp for air in a dizzy state, then he's right inside my throat again, swelling in my air passage.  
 
    “You're so...” he groans with his face tight, teeth clenched. “I'm not sure I'll ever be able to give you back to—Fuck!” He spasms, his cock pulsing warm, thick liquid down my throat. 
 
    My eyes are watering like crazy, tears streaming down my face. My throat is on fire, but I swallow every inch of his orgasm, heaving at times. He's overflowing.  
 
    When he's done, panting through his nose, I fall back on my ass and try to catch a breath but he doesn't give me a chance to sort myself out. Making me yelp again, he yanks me up by my arms and pushes me down on the dining table, face up. I grab onto the edges, looking up at him, anxious.  
 
    I don't know where he is in his mind, but he looks like he's losing it. 
 
    He hooks his fingers into the waist of my trousers and pulls them down my legs, tugging in places because they're damp and sticking to my skin. I'm not wearing any underwear. I feel exposed in the daylight. 
 
    “Charlie”—I lick my lips, squeezing my legs together—“what-what are you doing?” 
 
    “I'm gonna make you cum so fucking hard. That's what I'm doing.” He tugs off my trousers, then runs his large, rough hands up my legs, up the insides of my thighs to wrench me open.  
 
    I quiver under him, a sharp pain shooting through my thighs because I'm open so wide.  
 
    “Don't worry. I'm not gonna fuck you, and I'm not gonna hurt you.” Now, he sounds like he's here, but I'm still panicking, digging my nails into the table, unsure of what to do.  
 
    He presses delicate yet hungry kisses up the insides of my legs after his hands. I moan against each peck, my body on fire, and my head is flooding with this overwhelming dizzy feeling.   
 
    I know he's going to kiss me down there again, and I'm not sure I want to stop him. 
 
    I let my head drop back on the table and grab my face. 
 
    He nibbles up each side of my groin with his teeth, and I writhe, squirming, unable to deal.  
 
    I can't do this. I'm too anxious. 
 
    “Charlie, please, don't do this to me,” I beg him. For the first time, I actually ask him to stop. I can't help it. I'm not sure I like feeling at his mercy.  
 
    He freezes, a bit out of breath.  
 
    “You want me to stop?” he rasps out.  
 
    This is so embarrassing. Of course I don't want him to stop. I want him to make me feel good again, but I don't at the same time. 
 
    I cover my eyes with one arm and nod. This is my control. Since his apology, he seems to be giving me a semblance of control. Or, I thought he was before he made me suck his cock and gave a warning for making him feel guilty. 
 
    Oh, I don't fucking know. I'm so confused.  
 
    “Blaire, look at me,” he demands, though his voice is soft. Long fingers close around my wrist, and Charlie gently moves my arm off of my face. 
 
    I peer down at him, finding his blue eyes are dilated. He looks so hot. Why can't I just let go and be with him like this? Why can't I shut off mentally?  
 
    “Do you want me to stop?” He raises his eyebrows at me, stroking the inside of my wrist with his thumb. 
 
    I nod again, trying to close my legs but I can't because he's between them. 
 
    Our gaze united, he's not sure what to do. I imagine his instincts are telling him to just do whatever the fuck he likes, but I think he's working on this whole mutual respect thing. He did tell me that if I want him to stop, all I should do is say so.  
 
    This is his chance to prove I can trust him. 
 
    I hope he doesn't fail.  
 
    When he steps back, scoops my trousers up from the floor and puts my feet into the legs, I am a little gutted. I like the way he turns me on and makes me cum, but at the same time, I just don't want him doing that to me again. I'm the architect of my own confusion, I know, but I'm not sure what this is between us.  
 
    I pull up my trousers and stand on jelly-like legs, drawing into my shoulders. My hair is a static mess, flowing around my shoulders and waist. Must be an endorphin reaction. 
 
    Charlie is frowning down at me. He doesn't know what to make of this either.  
 
    “Do you have a gym where I can work out?” I ask, hugging myself.  
 
    His frown deepens. “You want to work out again?” 
 
    I nod. I feel so vulnerable knowing I just sucked his cock, and he's just seen me splayed out in front of him here on the dining table. He said I was pretty down there. That makes me blush, and I never blush. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he whispers. 
 
    I nod again, though I'm not all right. He's fucking with my head.  
 
    After a while of staring me down, Charlie nods left and heads out of the kitchen, his masculine back flexing under his t-shirt.  
 
    Though my feet are dirty, I slip into my trainers and go after him.  
 
    In silence, we walk down a long hallway just off the entrance hall. At the end, there is a set of steel double doors. Charlie pushes them open and pale blue, double height walls fill my gaze. It's not just a gym. It's a sports arena fully loaded with a boxing ring in the center, surrounded by blue exercise mats. A collection of treadmills and other exercise equipment stretch across the left wall, with chin up bars and boxing bags. The right wall boasts rock climbing.  
 
    “Wow,” I whisper under my breath, in my element.  
 
    “Wait here,” Charlie says, pointing down. “I'll be five minutes.” He exits the way we came, so I do as I'm told. 
 
    Still hugging myself, I glance up at the ceiling. Monkey climbing bars. How the hell can anyone get up there? I scan the space and find in each corner of the gym there are ladders.  
 
    No wonder Charlie is so fit.   
 
    “Here,” he says softly from behind.  
 
    Turning around, I find he's passing me a bottle of water. He's changed out of his jeans into gray joggers and trainers.  
 
    I take the bottle of water from him, twist off the cap, and drink a mouthful. It's so cold that my brain aches for a moment. 
 
    “I'll make you a deal,” Charlie says, nodding like it's already set in stone. “You and me”—he gestures between us with a large, steady hand—“we'll have a friendly fight, and if you can put me on my ass in less than fifteen minutes, I won't touch you ever again. Not unless you ask me to, or want me to.” 
 
    I stare vacantly at him. That's why he's changed. 
 
    “But, if I win,” he continues, his voice full of promise, “you'll let me make you cum right here and whenever I want to, and you'll enjoy it.” 
 
    Oh, I fucking like this. 
 
    Putting the cap back on the bottle, I shrug and nod at once. This could be fun. I've wanted to kick his ass for weeks now.  
 
    “You promise not to touch me ever again once I put you on your ass?” I raise my eyebrows. “You swear?” I don't know why I'm trusting his word but something inside me is convinced Charlie wouldn't make a misleading deal. He's too cool for that. 
 
    Charlie leans down and presses his lips to mine like it's the last time. I lose my breath, my blood warming with fire.  
 
    “If...” he elongates, whispering against my mouth, “if you put me on my ass.” 
 
    I have no idea what comes over me but I arch into Charlie and kiss him back. I grip his t-shirt with my nails and let out a girlish, moany sigh, thrilling in this humid rush of sensations that always come over me when we kiss. 
 
    “Don't do that,” he warns, his tone taking a dark edge. 
 
    I step back, breaking away from the kiss, my head a little faint. “Do what?” 
 
    “Kiss me like that and whine as if you're enjoying it when we have this deal on the table.”  
 
    Crossing my arms, I flick up my eyebrows. “You're worried I'm going to win?” 
 
    He takes in a long, steely breath, his blue gaze flickering all over my face. “A little, but this is why I like you.” He steps closer to me and I step back, again and again. “You're different from any girl I've met before. Stronger, smarter, ominously alluring, and I like your nasty attitude.” Raising a hand, he strokes down a length of my dark red hair. “Girls like you don't come around often.” He keeps playing with my hair as if fixated, still walking into me. “I have to admit, I'm having a hard time even thinking about giving you back to Maksim.” 
 
    My brain switches from hot and lusty to robotic, and my expression goes flat.  
 
    “I don't want to talk about Maksim.” I blink down, searching for the words, then back up at Charlie. “I know you said you plan on knowing me inside out, but talking about Maksim, it bothers me.”  
 
    “All right,” he says much to my utter surprise, lifting his hands in defense. “No hay problema.” No problem.  
 
    He's doing it. He's working on our mutual respect. Why is that making me like him a little more? 
 
    He tugs out his hair tie and combs his hair back with one hand, the strands sleek and shiny under the down-lighters. “Here,” he says, “tie your hair back.” 
 
    Putting down the bottle of water, I take the tie from him gratefully. I've needed a hair tie all morning.  
 
    I walk past him, putting up my hair in a bun, then I slip under the ropes and into the ring. This is going to be epic. I'll put him on his ass in five minutes, let alone fifteen, and it's that much sweeter knowing I'm going to win the rights to my body.  
 
    “What are the rules?” I say softly.  
 
    In one swift motion, he grabs the back of his t-shirt and whips it off, dropping it to the floor. My eyes are having a hard time adjusting because I just don't know which part of his body I should focus on. He's so fit it's actually stupid.   
 
    “I won't punch you,” he says. He bows under the ropes and steps into the ring, every muscle in his body contracting. “Anything else, I can't be held responsible for.” He winks at me.  
 
    I feel my cheeks warm up, and I hope to god he doesn't notice.  
 
    “Okay.” I step back, rolling my shoulders. “Let's do this.”  
 
    “Fifteen minutes,” he warns, pointing at me. “After that, I'll have you cumming in my mouth.”  
 
    Charlie tries to slap my face, but I catch his wrist and boot him in the stomach with a loud, “Aargh!” making him groan.  
 
    “Jesucristo!” He folds over, winded.  
 
    I don't even think about my next move. I grab behind his left knee and Karate chop him in the throat with my other hand, slamming him back on his ass. He's so heavy that it takes all my lower body strength to put him down, but I do. He lands with a profound thud. I bolt forward to escape him, kneading out my hand because it hurts. It's like he's made from bricks rather than muscle. 
 
    Safely in the corner of the ring, I face him, my chest heavy with adrenaline. He's lying on his back with his knees pulled up, and he looks a little stunned, blinking up at the ceiling.  
 
    Well that's a sight for sore eyes, Charlie bested. 
 
    “I reckon that's thirty seconds,” I say, the smuggest smirk plastered across my face. 
 
    He chuckles under his breath, shaking his head. “You're fucking quick.”  
 
    I wander across the ring and crouch down to him, leaning on my knees with my elbows. He lets his head roll to the side, catching us in a moment. Our eyes flicker between each other’s, and I'm surprised to find he doesn't look bested anymore. He looks glad as he smiles at me. 
 
    “I hope your ego isn't too bruised,” I say, my goal being to rile him because I want to go again, though longer this time if he can handle it. “I hear it hurts getting beaten by a girl.”  
 
    He isn't bothered by my arrogance. He asks in a low, raspy voice, “Didn't you want to stretch that out to show me how good you are?” 
 
    “You already know how good I am.” I don't look away from him as I say that. “My objective in a fight is to win, not to pussy foot around.” 
 
    He hums in agreement, glancing down at my mouth, then back up at my eyes. “Where'd you learn to fight?”  
 
    “Somewhere you didn't.” I stare down the length of his tall, muscular frame, at the defined muscles in his stomach. “Do you want to go again? Whoa!” I squeal as Charlie grabs my legs and yanks them out from under me, dropping me to the bouncy surface. He's on top of me, seizing my wild, combatant hands in both of his.  
 
    “You're like a feral little cat,” he says while laughing, struggling to get me under control.  
 
    Growling and straining, I kick the ring surface, giving myself the strength I need to turn us over. He's under me now, so I jump to my feet, my thigh muscles burning from the abrupt movement.  
 
    Charlie catches me. I didn't even notice him getting up. He wraps his big arms around me from behind, squeezing me against his powerful chest.  
 
    I tighten my fists, readying to elbow back, but he whispers in my ear, “You win. Stop. You win.”  
 
    I swallow down a mouthful of air. His cock is hard in his joggers, pressing into my back. My stomach rolls with liquid desire, the memory of having him in my mouth taking over all thoughts. Why do I find it so hot when he dominates me? 
 
    “And...and you won't...” I start to say, but I can't concentrate on my vocabulary. I wish he didn't affect me on this level. 
 
    “And I won't, what?” he says softly. 
 
    “You won't”—I swallow a second time, gripping his hand over my chest—“touch me like that anymore?”  
 
    He doesn't say or do anything for a moment, just holds me, closing his fingers over my grip on his hand. I relax against his body, his touch melting my will. 
 
    “Not if you don't want me to,” he says on my neck, his hot lips making me squirm in his grasp.  
 
    “No,” I say, though I hardly sound convincing. My voice comes out too girlish and husky. “I-I don't want you to.”  
 
    Silence. It's not awkward silence. It's...I don't know. I'm not sure if it's the adrenaline or desire running through my veins, but I have a sudden urge to kiss him. How fucked up is that?  
 
    “You gave me your word,” I say, peering up at him from over my shoulder, finding his expression is tight with control. His lips aren't far away. I stare at his mouth.  
 
    “Yeah, I did.” Charlie lets me go then, and jumps out of the boxing ring. His motions are fluent and gracefully masculine. He pivots to me, his black hair dripping around his handsome face, framing those stark blue eyes. “You can trust that I'll keep it,” he says, and while I'm weak in my pose, we look at each other.  
 
    The silence becomes a living thing with unspoken words and tension—you can trust me on that.  
 
    I feel a little lightheaded, falling under his spell, unable to look away from him. He's the one to break the moment. Reaching down, he scoops up his t-shirt from the floor and flings it over his shoulder, nodding at me. Then he turns and exits the gym. 
 
    I lean back against the ropes, trying to gather my wits, my chest rising and falling with heaviness.  
 
    I'm not too sure how I feel right now. That fight just changed the dynamics of our situation. 
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    Night falls while I'm meditating outside in the cold, the dark sky glowing silver with a full moon.  
 
    I've been meditating since besting Charlie earlier today because my thoughts have been whirling over what the next few months are going to be like. Now I know, or assume, he won't touch me in a sexual manner, I can't help but wonder.  
 
    Will he start beating me now? Is that how he plans on getting his kicks? Because I can't imagine he'd make a deal like this without a backup plan to ensure his appetite is satisfied. I'm not sure, so I let the energy that is my thoughts course in and out of me with each breath I inhale and exhale, and every slow movement I execute. I go at it for hours, until my stomach howls for food. I haven't eaten all day. I didn't even have breakfast, which isn't like me. Breakfast is the most important meal to me. To anyone, really.  
 
    Gathering my trainers in my arms, I patter barefoot up to my room where I take a quick shower, washing away the saltiness on my skin. I dress in my usual black sports trousers and a black long-sleeved sweater, still appreciative that Charlie went and got my clothes for me. They make me feel like me and not some cheap whore he bartered. 
 
    Tying my damp hair back with the tie Charlie gave me, I head downstairs to the kitchen. 
 
    “Evening, Blaire,” he says from the cooking space, wearing only a pair of gray joggers, his ink black hair curling loosely around that gorgeous face.  
 
    I stop on the threshold, startled that he's here. Then I carry on toward the table, ignoring my intentions for the fridge. I'll fix myself something to eat when he's gone.   
 
    “Hi, Charlie,” I say. My voice comes out softer than I was trying for. It's because I'm looking at him from the corner of my eye, at his tan, powerful body, sprinkles of black hair across his chest and under his navel. He's one of the most exquisite men I've ever seen. I can't deny it. 
 
    “You must be starving,” he says, and grabbing a plate out of the oven with a kitchen towel, he proffers it to me. 
 
    He's cooked dinner?  
 
    I nod and shrug at once, slipping behind the dining table, my cheeks a little hot. There's a jug of water in the middle of the table and two glasses. I fill a glass, glad the water is at room temperature. It's easy to guzzle down and quench my thirst.  
 
    “You all right?” Charlie says. He rounds the kitchen and puts a plate down of chicken, potatoes, and green vegetables in front of me. Exactly what I said I eat at home. “You look a little flushed.”  
 
    “I've just had a shower,” I say softly, putting down the glass of water.  
 
    “Hmm,” he hums, his eyes following my tongue as I lick my lips dry. “Do you mind if I eat with you?”  
 
     I raise my eyebrows, and it seems to pull his attention from my lips to my eyes. 
 
    “Or do you want to eat alone?” 
 
    Extending a hand, I urge him to sit across from me. I don't mind having dinner with him, I suppose. There isn't anyone else to talk to. At home if I got lonely, I'd give James a call. Here, there’s only Charlie to speak to because I don't have my phone. 
 
    He smiles down at me before sauntering back across the kitchen. I feel warmed from that smile. He grabs another plate from the oven and comes back to the table. He's not wearing any shoes, and I can't help noticing that even his feet are masculine. 
 
    “Do you realize you've been meditating all day?” he says, passing me some cutlery over the table. 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I was watching you.” He gestures with the cutlery.  
 
    I take the knife and fork from him in a state of dismay, barely registering the way he runs his thumb over my fingers. Is he constantly watching me?  
 
    “You need to be careful you don't burn yourself out.” He sits opposite, in my line of vision. “Especially if you don't eat properly.” 
 
    “There's nothing else to do here but train.”   
 
    Resting his elbows on the table, he cups his square chin. “Well, what would you normally do to fill your days? Bar serving Maksim,” he adds with bitterness.  
 
    My stomach is in knots. It's the way he's looking at me, utterly focused on my face, curiosity and ardor glittering in his eyes.  
 
    “I guess I'd train in my gym at home.” I cut off a piece of chicken. It's tender and juicy. I think he's cooked it in some kind of butter. 
 
    “Yeah, I saw that you've got a gym in your apartment. You train with Wing Chun, don't you?” 
 
    “You've been in my apartment?” I almost spit out my food, so I cover my mouth with an open palm. That's a personal thing for him to do, snoop through my home.  
 
    “Yeah,” he says candidly. “I got your things for you, remember? I brought some of your books too, so you could read when in your room here.”  
 
    “Oh.” I blink at him, that feeling of appreciation all too real. He didn't have to fetch my things. “How do you know what style of fighting I do?”  
 
    “You've got wooden dummies, balancing tackle...” A long list of my gym equipment rolls off his tongue in that Latin accent. “You're a bonita controlled fighter.” He shrugs. “Call it a hunch.”  
 
    I realize I've just been staring at him, at his lush mouth, listening to him waffle on about my equipment, so I drop my gaze to focus on my food.  
 
    What made him go upstairs in my apartment? It's an open balcony top and anyone at the front door can see that it's a gym up there. Also, I'm sure I left my bedroom doors open the last time I was home, so he would have noticed my room as soon as he walked through the front door. He's not stupid. He knows my clothes would be in my bedroom. 
 
    “Your place is incredibly clinical,” he says.  
 
    “I bought it like that.” I reach for my glass and have another mouthful of water.  
 
    “So, you bought it?” he asks, cocking his head.  
 
    I swallow down the water before saying, “Well, yes.”  
 
    He nods, like he's confirming something to himself. “How long have you lived there?” 
 
    “Two years.” 
 
    I don't think Maksim will mind me saying that. It's hardly a secret. Two years ago, he told me that if I wanted to, I could have my own place. As anyone could imagine, I jumped at the opportunity. Not because I didn't want to be around Maksim. I just wanted my own mental space. I've always suspected his boss Tatiana had something to do with the decision, but I never asked.  
 
    “Wow, that young?” Charlie glances away from me, his jaw ticking, and when he looks back at me, his expression goes flat. “What else do you do, Señorita, other than train physically?” 
 
    “I study a lot,” I whisper.     
 
    “What do you study?”  
 
    I lift my shoulders, trying to avoid the blueness in his eyes. “Whatever Maksim wants me to study, really.” A light goes off in my head. “My last project was Mexico.”  
 
    “Mexico, huh?”  
 
    I nod, forking some vegetables.  
 
    “What about Mexico?” 
 
    “The culture and the geography. I came across a newspaper article about the economy and decided to study the country,” I flat out lie. 
 
    “So, you studied it of your own accord?” 
 
    I nod. I shouldn't say what I'm about to but I want to see Charlie's reaction. “I've learnt a lot about the Los Zetas, amongst other things.”  
 
    He sits back, keeping his hands on the table. “Is that right?” 
 
    I nod.  
 
    He watches me for a moment in total silence.  
 
    “What did you learn about the Los Zetas, hmm?”  
 
    “Nothing special, really. They're a criminal syndicate much like any other.” I'm trying to mock his organization, to rile him into saying something. Sure I know he’s the leader, but I want more intelligence on him.  
 
    “What else does Maksim have you study?” he says, unbothered by my mockery. Picking up his cutlery, he cuts into his food.  
 
    “This and that.” I slice into the fluffy potatoes. “I tend to focus on technology.” 
 
    Charlie turns up his lips and shrugs in agreement. “Makes sense, given your talent.”  
 
    I smile with arrogance. Yeah, I'm not just a fuck toy. 
 
    “You know,” he says, “you were recommended to me by three different leaders to execute the job.” 
 
    I frown at him. 
 
    “To shut down London,” he adds. 
 
    I don't react to that. I know I'm good at what I do, as do a lot of others. I could spend years without so much as touching a computer and still do what is asked of me. Studying and hacking are my forte, even before my fighting skills.  
 
    “What's happening with the job?” I ask between bites. “I assumed that by rushing me to attain your fifteen minutes, you needed it done as soon as possible.” 
 
    “It'll happen when it happens,” he says. “I just needed you to be ready.” He doesn't give me any more than that. He begins telling me about himself, that he doesn't usually spend a lot of time in England. “I'm almost always in Mexico—my home country.” He talks about this for quite a while amid eating his dinner, saying he doesn't typically deal with Westerners because they're chauvinistic pigs.  
 
    What does he think he is then?  
 
    “But sometimes,” he says, “it's inevitable.”  
 
    I think I know where he's going with this. He wants me to verbally connect the dots between him, Mexico, and the Los Zetas—who are based in Mexico—but he's doing it in a coy manner.  
 
    “Why are you here now then?” I ask, pushing against my plate. I cannot eat anymore.  
 
    Smirking, Charlie flicks up his eyebrows. Me. He's here because of me. 
 
    “Don't let me get in the way of you going home to work.”  
 
    He tips his head, chewing on a piece of chicken. “I never said I work in Mexico.”  
 
    “I just assumed.” I straighten up in my seat. “You just told me that you're almost always in Mexico, that you don't usually deal with Westerners.”  
 
    He hums in concurrence, also pushing against his plate. He hasn't had any trouble with his dinner. He's polished off everything with gusto. 
 
    “Do you know how Maksim and I met?” he asks, sparking my interest. 
 
    I shake my head minutely. 
 
    “Well, Blaire”—he puts his elbows on the table and winds his fingers together—“when I chopped off my father's dick for trafficking little girls and watched him slowly bleed to death, I obtained a list of his associates.” 
 
    My stomach bottoms out of me. 
 
    “Maksim was on the top of that list.” 
 
    Silence. We're just looking at each other.  
 
    “And yet, you-you let Maksim live?” I ask bravely, immediately wishing I didn't. I don't want to piss him off, not now that I know he cut off his own father's cock. 
 
    He nods, resting his chin on his hands. “I had details to a job in Russia, and given Maksim's influence over there with Tatiana, I thought I could use him.”  
 
    I can feel my cheeks turning white.  
 
    “I pardoned Maksim for his word that he'll stay away from children, and brought him in on the job.” Charlie goes quiet, and his eyes seem closer than they really are.  
 
    “Why...” I start to say, but I just can't find the courage to finish. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I say.  
 
    “Blaire...” His voice deepens as he says my name in a summoning manner.  
 
    “I just”—I gulp, and he sees, his eyes dropping to my throat—“why did you kill your father?” 
 
    It's a while before he answers me. He's assessing the situation, as I would, wondering if telling me is of any benefit to him. 
 
    “I had a sister once,” his voice is soft as he says this, grief flashing through his blue eyes. “And now I don't.” 
 
    “Oh.” There is a semblance of emotion in my voice, which is strange, given I don't give a shit about Charlie or his sister. “What happened to her?” 
 
    “Can't you guess?” he says, giving me his hardest stare.  
 
    I look away from him, a niggling feeling telling me that Maksim might have had something to do with Charlie's sister not being around anymore. Maybe that's Charlie's real agenda with me. Maybe this isn't about Maksim double crossing him after all. Maybe his agenda is about getting some justified payback for his sister. 
 
    “Tell me, Blaire, you've known Maksim since you were, what, seven or eight years old?” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” I screw up my features. “I never told you how long I've known him.” 
 
    “I've asked around about you, and one person told me that he stole you ten years ago.”  
 
    Stole me? That's news to me. Maksim said I was sold to him.  
 
    Another long pause. The silence between us is stifling, and my thoughts are rambling. 
 
    “Why would you ask around about me?” I say eventually.  
 
    A smile plays on Charlie's lips. “Curiosity. What else?” 
 
    I scoff again, though in irritation. I don't like his prying.  
 
    “Is it true?” he says, looking between my eyes. “Have you known him since you were that young?” 
 
    “I think so,” I whisper, swallowing and nodding in union. I don't want to talk about this. I want to know why he thinks Maksim stole me.  
 
    “You think you were that young?” Charlie says, putting his hands back on the table, looking solemn in his pose. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I don't remember much of being young,” I tell him honestly. “I don't even remember meeting Maksim.” I shouldn't be indulging him but I'm hoping that if I let him in on a little of my past, he'll tell me more about Maksim apparently stealing me.  
 
    Why would Maksim tell me he bought me when he stole me? It doesn't make sense. If he stole me, he should have just told me. It wouldn't change things either way.  
 
    Charlie doesn't elaborate on what he knows. It seems he's got other things on his mind, like, “Did he sexually abuse you when you were younger?”  
 
    On autopilot, I jump to my feet. “Why would you think that?”  
 
    With a sardonic expression on his face, he arches a brow at me. 
 
    “Don't you look at me like that. You know I'm a...” Fuck, I can't even bring myself to say that innocent word. “You know I've not had sex before.” 
 
    He looks me up and down in irony. “There are other ways to toy with girls, as I'm sure you know, Señorita.” 
 
    A cold drop of sweat slides down the side of my face. 
 
    “I can't be speaking about this. I can't be speaking about Maksim to you.” Yes, I want to know what happened to me, but not that much. 
 
    I fiddle to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. I never get visibly anxious when it comes to a confrontation, but after that revelation about his father, he makes me anxious.  
 
    “It's getting late,” I say, wiping my face with the back of my hand. “I should probably—” 
 
    “Sit back down, Blaire. That's not a request.” He extends a steady hand, motioning for me to take to my seat. “I was just asking. I'm concerned, is all.” 
 
    Concerned? Yeah, right. 
 
    I need to watch what I say around him. He's charming, and it's easy to get lost in conversation with him.  
 
    “Blaire—” he nods at my chair and I sit on command, fisting my hands in my lap. “Forget about all the heavy stuff.” 
 
    That's fucking easy for him to say. I'm sweating in my seat. 
 
    “Do you want to train daily with me?” 
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “In the gym,” he elaborates. “Do you want to train daily? I find you quite challenging, and I don't find anyone challenging, usually.” He smirks, his sly amusement back in full force. 
 
    “If you think you can keep up with the pace, then sure.” I shrug. “Why not?” 
 
    “Okay then,” he says, wiping his lips with a napkin before tossing it on the table. “I'll see you in the gym bright and early.”  
 
    “Any time specifically?” I watch him gather the dishes on the table.  
 
    “Six thirty, if you can manage that.” He stands, and my eyes zero in on his body. “I have to train early because I make a lot of business calls during the day.”  
 
    “I can work around your schedule.” I force myself to look up at his face, and my next line comes out thick with sarcasm as I say, “It's what I'm here for, isn't it?” 
 
    He chuckles, glancing between my eyes and mouth, then he takes the dishes to the sink. “Do you want anything else to eat? Like desert?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    With raised eyebrows, he looks back at me. “No, thank you.” 
 
    I snort. I barely say please and thank you to my master, so as if I'd be courteous to him. 
 
    “Can I go now?” I say. “Or do you want to grill me some more?” 
 
    Shaking his head, he pulls open the fridge for a bottle of beer. “You can go if you want to go.” 
 
    I'm out of my seat before he finishes speaking, and the sarcastic me says, “Thank you.”
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    The next morning, I eat a scrambled egg breakfast courtesy of Charlie, wash up at the sink, then I wander into the gym. I’ve got this weird sensation in my tummy, like flutters. It makes me really nervous.  
 
    Charlie is on the treadmill already, a little sweaty but lean and running like an athlete. He’s wearing a pair of gray sports shorts, his muscular legs peppered in dark hair. 
 
    Trying to ignore how gorgeous he is, because his broad upper body is lacking clothes, I keep my eyes ahead and pursue for the boxing ring.  
 
    “Morning, Señorita,” he pants out, and I look at him. His lips are curved in a sinfully alluring smile, as he wipes his face with a towel.  
 
    I wish he wouldn't smile at me like that. It makes me feel all funny inside.  
 
    I force a smile back at him, folding the sleeves of my sweater up my arms.  
 
    “You ready for a friendly fight, huh?” He pushes a button and rolls back off the treadmill, drops the towel, and ties up his hair.  
 
    “Sure,” I say. Pulling the ropes apart, I climb into the boxing ring and hold them open for him, leaning away as he straightens in front of me.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re ready. I want to teach you something,” he says, and steps into me, making me step back.  
 
    “What?” I ask, still walking backward. “You're not going to start questioning me over Maksim again, are you?” The thought just popped into my head. After that intense conversation with him over dinner yesterday, I want to avoid the topic of Maksim like the plague.  
 
    “No, I’m not gonna question you about him,” Charlie says, circling me now. He’s hunched at the neck, prowling like a wild animal.  
 
    I pivot to his stride, my eyes trained on his. “Okay. So, what do you want to teach me then?” 
 
    “Mental control.” He attacks me without warning, but I block his punch with my forearm. 
 
    “Khristos, Charlie! Give me a chance to prepare.” I step back, blinking at him with my heart rate soaring. “Why do you want to teach me mental control?”  
 
    “Because,” he says, his gaze dark and focused, “I don't want you listening to anyone else around you when you're fighting.”  
 
    He snatches for my throat but I whack his hand away, keeping my legs slightly open for balance. I need my wits about me today, clearly.  
 
    “You don't want me listening to anyone?” I say, baffled.  
 
    “No, I don’t. I noticed how quickly you stopped fighting when Maksim told you to kill James.” Charlie follows me around the ring, trying to dominate me with his presence. “If James was out for blood that day, you'd be dead.”  
 
    Is he kidding me? James would’ve needed more than that stupid moment of distraction to end me. 
 
    I'm insulted. 
 
    Charlie swings for me with a straight front-jab. I catch his punch in one hand and clout him in the face with my other.  
 
    “That was vicious.” He laughs, wiping a drizzle of blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. 
 
    “Vicious?!” I squeal, shaking out my hand, pain simmering in my bones. “You're trying to punch me! You said you wouldn't—” He ambushes me then, grabs the back of my neck with both hands, and forces me to bend over. He tries to knee me in the face, letting out a deep groan with each assail. Growling in anger, I beat away his attacks with the heels of my palms, heating up all over with adrenaline. Then I tackle him with my shoulder, dropping him on his ass. He's so fucking heavy to move it's physically taxing.  
 
    Dashing to my feet, I jump about and roll my shoulders, trying to warm up my muscles. I should have stretched out before fighting him today, but I didn't anticipate this.  
 
    Charlie gets up and runs at me like a bull in a china shop. On instinct, I bob and weave, using up all the boxing ring space, escaping his strikes and booting away his kicks.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I yell because he won’t stop coming at me, and I slap his face. His head whips to the left, but he laughs. He manages to catch my next slap and bends my arm back. “Ouch!” I sidekick behind his knee, knocking him over. I fall flat on my face with him, bouncing against the surface.  
 
    Gasping with adrenaline, I bolt to my feet. Charlie merely takes his time with getting up, still chuckling.  
 
    “What the hell are you laughing at?” 
 
    He gestures up and down my body with a steady hand, the smuggest grin on his face.  
 
    “I don't need any training from you, Charlie Decena.” I point at him in anger. “I can keep up with you in my sleep.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe you're right, but you're not focused when it comes to Maksim.” 
 
    “If Maksim says something—aargh!” I smack away his next punch. “I stop on instinct!” I don't mean to yell this so passionately, but I do.  
 
    We go back and forth like this for ages, Charlie really trying to put me down as he chases me around the ring.  
 
    I’ve had enough when he swipes for my face with such force I feel a breeze against his action. So I seize his arm, yank him forward, and shove his face into the boxing ring with my knee between his shoulder blades. “I thought you said you wouldn't punch me?” I hiss in his ear, as his fingers clasp around my wrist. “Are you trying to make me really hurt you? Whoa!” He flips over and manages to pin me under him, putting us face to face.  
 
    “I assumed you'd want me to keep up with the pace, Señorita?”  
 
    My heart picks up a beat, because I can smell the sweaty, soapy fragrance of his skin—and the way he's looking at me...it's raw.  
 
    “Yeah, I do want you to keep up with the pace.” I knee him where it hurts because I need to put some space between us.  
 
    “Awh, Dios!” He doubles over with his expression twisted, cupping his crotch with both hands, and presses his face into the floor. “Fuck, Blaire!”  
 
    I roll away from him and stand, panting so hard that my chest is on fire. His ripped back is glistening in sweat, his muscles bunching as he tenses in agony. I lick my lips, imagining what his skin tastes like, feeling that heavy desire form in the pit of my core.  
 
    “You can't just do that in a friendly fight,” he groans.  
 
    Putting my hands on my hips, I say between pants, “Stop trying to talk me under your influence then.” 
 
    I know what he's doing. He's trying to mentally bond us. I'm not stupid.  
 
    He shakes his head, taking in easy, controlled breaths. I actually start to feel a little guilty. Did I go too far with hitting him in the balls?  
 
    “Are you all right?” I kneel beside him and softly touch his side. “Charlie?” 
 
    Making me squeak, he grabs my arm and yanks me under him again. He nudges my knees apart with his and settles between my legs. I cannot stop myself from gasping out. He's only wearing sports shorts and the thin material doesn't exactly hide how big he is. 
 
    “Charlie—” I husk out his name, gripping his solid forearms.  
 
    “Now, how would you escape me, hmm?” he asks. His eyes are level with mine, dark blue because his pupils are large. “You can't kick me in the nuts this time.” 
 
    I dig my nails into the insides of his elbows. He twists out of my catty grasp, grabs my wrists, and heaves them up above my head to stretch me out.  
 
    “And now?” he says in my face, flicking up his eyebrows. 
 
    We're nose to nose, watching each other. He's smirking, his eyes glittering like blue crystals.  
 
    “I'd head-butt you,” I whisper, slowly blinking at him.  
 
    He presses his damp forehead on mine. “And now?”  
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    I tense my stomach, trying to manage this rage inside me. I'm not sure if it's anger or desire or both. They seem to be blurring into one.  
 
    “What would you do now, Blaire, hmm?” 
 
    Out of the blue—and I'm sure I've lost my damn mind—I push my chin forward and I kiss his soft lips.  
 
    With a deep moan, Charlie thaws against me, closing his eyes. His grip on my wrists loosens, so I use the heel of my left foot to turn us over and put him under me. I grunt as he resists. But I manage to get on top and straddle him with my thighs. “That's what I'd do.” I smirk down on him and gently slap his face, feeling uncharacteristically playful. “I think I win this round, too.” 
 
    He sits up and slams his lips to mine. I squeal, trying to push him away with my hands on his damp, hairy chest. I only wanted to distract him so I could prevail, I think.  
 
    He catches my hands and bends them behind my back, making me whimper in pain. 
 
    “Ouch!” I scrunch up my face. “My arms!” 
 
    He doesn't care. Moaning, he licks across my tongue, massaging mine with slow seduction, crushing my breasts to his chest. I groan, unwillingly sinking into him, losing all focus. I think I even close my eyes.  
 
    We're not supposed to be doing this! 
 
    “You're a little fucking tease,” he says harshly. 
 
    “And you're a cheat,” I say too softly, making him laugh.  
 
    Tilting his head and curving his lips around mine, he takes me in an extremely passionate kiss. Our mouths shape as one, inundated with saliva and sweat and the metallic flavor of his blood. I know I should keep fighting him off, but I don't. I can't. The kiss is satisfying. A little spot in my sex pulses, and I think I like it.  
 
    He kneads the insides of my wrists with his thumbs and an odd sense of relief washes over me, like he’s tapping into my pressure points or something. I sob in his mouth with fervor, thinking about the way I'm sitting on his lap. It’s provoking. His thick cock is just touching my throbbing clit, only scraps of material between us. I cannot move out of the way he's holding me, yet I can move my hips. If I shift forward just an inch, I'll be sitting in the hot zone.   
 
    I fight not to fulfill my desire to rub against him. I fight with all the will that I have left, which isn't much—Charlie is slowly but surely making sure of that. He's making me spiral out of control.  
 
    A phone starts ringing from across the gym, causing me to jump in my skin. My eyes flutter open. I try to yank back from Charlie but his grip on my arms at my back tightens, and he snaps, “Ignore it!”  
 
    “I need to go have a shower,” I say over our kiss, going all funny inside when he pushes his tongue in my mouth again.  
 
    “Ignore it,” he whispers after he’s done licking me, his voice softer now. Then he pecks a kiss to my lips before consuming me again. 
 
    I whine out loud, my will now evaporated. I indulge him for one more kiss—it's not like I can stop this, is it?  
 
    Charlie lets go of my arms, I assume because he can sense that I'm into this. Before he can do anything, I'm swathed around his neck, trapped in an erratic, lusty haze. I've no idea what the fuck I'm doing. I'm just doing it. His lips become more urgent and aggressive, making mine swell. He cradles the back of my head in one hand and the curve of my ass in his other, shifting me up his lap so we're flush against each other, sitting me right on top of his erection. It's all heady, the flavor of his blood and his sweaty fragrance. His sweat seems to have magnified his scent. It's all I can think about. Until he moves under me. He rolls his hips, rubbing his bulging cock against my sex. My veins charge with fire and I cling to him desperately, raking my nails down his back, moaning like I'm in pain or something.  
 
    The phone is ceaseless, ringing over and over again, all but shattering the moment. Charlie curses in Spanish. I can feel his anger on the surface of his skin.  
 
    “Go...go answer it,” I say in bated breaths, panting in his mouth. 
 
    He's not sure for a moment. His face is taut with deliberation. Then he bites out, “Dios Mío!”  
 
    Gripping my hips in large hands, he stands with effortlessness and puts me on shaky legs. I'm dizzy and flushed, blinking through my haze. When I tilt my head back, I see Charlie's cheeks are flushed too, his eyes glowing with arousal. 
 
    “You all right?” He scans my face, his eyes dancing between my eyes and my swollen mouth.  
 
    A little embarrassed, I nod, dropping my gaze to the floor between us.  
 
    “Good.” He shocks me with another gentle kiss, leaning down and pecking my lips. “Wait here.” 
 
    I nod again, but when he turns his back on me, it breaks the spell. My lungs fill with hot air, and I realize what I've just done. After I fought to have the power over my body, I just kissed him? 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    This is so fucked up. He stole me away from my life—from Maksim. He used me to satisfy his own perverse needs without any regard for what I wanted. He’s evil.  
 
    Holding my face in both hands, I duck out of the boxing ring and sprint across the gym for the exit doors. One second I can hear Charlie yelling, “Who the fuck helped her leave The Site?” And the next, he's calling my name, telling me to wait. 
 
    I ignore him with all the will I have and rush upstairs to my room, baffled with myself.  
 
    Why did I do that?  
 
    I pace my bedroom, stewing over what the hell has come over me.  
 
    Three days I've been here with Charlie. Just three fucking days, and I've gone from being a strong, mentally disciplined combatant, to a whore? The only person I should ever want like this is Maksim, but I don't. It makes me sick. I don't get it. I just don't understand how this can happen, and so quickly.  
 
    I once read somewhere, “the only way to get rid of temptation is to yield to it. I can resist everything but temptation”. Is that true? Is that what I need to do? If I give in to wanting Charlie, will it fix me? I'm not sure. I know nothing of what's happening here.  
 
    I wish Maksim had prepared me for things like this. If he had, I wouldn't be so mystified.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    I bury myself in a book to take my mind off things, though when it’s midafternoon, the sun hovering between high and low in the sky, I have to go downstairs because I’m hungry.  
 
    I'm hoping to avoid Charlie, but that’s never going to happen. He's in the kitchen, on the phone by the back doors, wearing jeans and a black round neck t-shirt, his hair tied back. He's almost as tall as the back doors, his shoulders broad and his waist narrow, blocking the view over the garden.  
 
    “So, she's in Europe then?” he asks in Spanish, and I stand there on the threshold with a familiar tightness in the low of my stomach. 
 
    I shake my head, frustrated with myself, and wander into the cooking space. His presence alone fucks with my chi and he hasn't even looked at me yet. I open the fridge and find there are pork medallions and fresh chilled asparagus, and on the kitchen countertop there's a bowl of potatoes. Busying myself, I rummage through the cupboards to gather the utensils I need. I peel and cut up the potatoes so I can boil them for mash. Then I fill a stainless steel saucepan with water and set the stove ring on medium, gently dropping in the potatoes.  
 
    “Why did you rush off this morning, huh?” Charlie says from beside me, glancing over everything.  
 
    My chest constricts.  
 
    “I called for you to wait,” he adds.   
 
    Swallowing down my anxiety, I keep my eyes trained on the task at hand. “I had to have a shower.” 
 
    “You smelled all right to me.” He pinches a stick of asparagus from the side, nips off the end, and says between bites, “You're cooking.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I rinse off my hands. “Are you hungry? I can make some for you, too?” The least I can offer is to cook for him. It is after all his house and his ingredients, and he could just as easily not feed me properly.  
 
    He leans back against the kitchen units. “This, is something I never expected to see.” 
 
    “What?” I dry my hands and hang the towel back over the sink.  
 
    “You, cooking.” Charlie smirks at me, mischief glittering in his eyes. 
 
    “I'm not an idiot. Of course I can cook.” 
 
    “I never said you were an idiot,” he says, popping the rest of the asparagus into his mouth. He then says something about me being into sports, and I don't know what else. I'm not paying attention. I'm watching him eat, my eyes focused on his mouth as he chews that piece of asparagus. He's so mesmerizing.    
 
    The longer I look at his mouth, the quicker my thoughts divert. I remember our kiss this morning all too vividly. The way he groaned in my mouth. The way he crushed me against his hard body as though he couldn't get me close enough.  
 
    Charlie raises his eyebrows at me, and I blink away in a fluster. Why the fuck do I fancy him so much? Is this normal?  
 
    Using a colander, and trying to ignore Charlie standing there, I rinse off the asparagus and drop them in another pan, setting them on boil. Then I oil a frying pan for the medallions. 
 
    “Here, I'll do that.” He takes the frying pan handle, grabbing it over my hand.  
 
    I snatch away from him, determined not to go there again. He smiles coolly at me before seasoning the pork with salt and pepper and some herbs, his motions smooth and confident.  
 
    “I don't mind cooking if you're busy, Charlie.” 
 
    “No. You're my guest,” he says. “I don't want you cooking.”  
 
    Guest? Resisting the urge to point out that I'm not a guest, more of a prisoner—now, a half willing prisoner who might want him—I try to walk past him so I can get out of his ozone.  
 
    “Not so fast.” He catches my wrist and urges me back a step, then nods at the fridge. “Get two beers out.” 
 
    Tugging out of his grasp, I grab one bottle of beer out of the fridge, twist off the cap, and put it on the side by him. 
 
    “You're not having a drink, huh?” 
 
    I shake my head, stepping away to put some distance between us. I don't need anything impairing my mind right now. Charlie does that alone.  
 
    “Ohhh, go on, Señorita.” He gestures at the fridge, his blue eyes shining with amusement. “Live a little. It might help you relax.” 
 
    “I don't need a beer to relax.” Crossing my arms, I rest against the sink in resistance.  
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    He chuckles, his cheekbones sharp with that large smile. He then peppers me in questions, first asking if I learned anything from our sparring session this morning. 
 
    “Nope,” I lie. I learned that, if one is going to kiss another as a distraction, do it quickly and without adding desire to the mix.  
 
    I won't tell him that.  
 
    More questions. He's still intrigued by my fighting skills. “Are you gonna tell me who taught you yet?” 
 
    “Nope,” I say again, my expression flat of emotion. It's better this way. If I can steer clear of that lusty zone he puts me in, I can maintain control over us. I won't end up kissing him again. 
 
    Charlie smirks at me. “Okay then, chica, if curt is how you want to play it.” He turns down the heat to put the potatoes on simmer, then he steps in front of me, mimicking my pose by crossing his arms. “If you don't want me to touch you, why did you kiss me earlier?” 
 
    My stomach rolls with embarrassment. I don't for a single moment want to talk about that, but I won't keep letting him chip away at me. He has to know that I'm strong minded and more perceptive than he gives me credit for.  
 
    “I took advantage of you.”  
 
    He flicks up his eyebrows. “Smart girl.”  
 
    I huff. That has to be the most modest compliment he's ever given me.  
 
    “You know, Blaire, I think you like it when I kiss you.” He stares down the span of my body, then back up. “You just won't admit it because what I make you feel confuses you.”  
 
    Could he be any more arrogant—or right?  
 
    “I think it's the other way around, Charlie.” I'm being brave, trying to take him down a peg, but on the inside I'm so embarrassed it's stupid. My stomach is in knots. “I think it's you who likes kissing me.”  
 
    “Sure I do.” He glances between my eyes. “You're a nice looking girl. I wouldn't kick you outa bed for love nor money.” 
 
    I look away from him, my cheeks burning. How can he say things like that to a girl with such cool composure? I'd never have the guts to tell him how I feel.  
 
    “I give you one week before you're revoking our little deal,” he says softly, with a hint of sarcasm.   
 
    I swallow, keeping my eyes down. “I think you'll be sourly surprised when I don't.” 
 
    “You're right,” he whispers, leaning into me. “I will be.” 
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    The next week passes slowly.  
 
    Charlie wakes me up the morning after pledging I'll revoke our little deal with a cup of coffee, softly calling my name from the open doorway. I'm so startled to see him in my room before the sun has even risen that I just lie here leaning up on one elbow, staring at him standing there on the threshold. He saunters over to put the coffee down on the bedside cabinet, and as soon as he looks down at me with a deep frown, my stomach twists with knots. There's a familiar heaviness in the pit of my core, sexual anxiety. I think he's come to do something to me. To satisfy his appetite, or mine.  
 
    “Wha-what are you doing in here, Charlie?” 
 
    “Don’t look so nervous,” he whispers in the shadows. “I’m just bringing you a coffee. You all right?” He sounds concerned, and though it's quite dark in here with only a glimmer of dawn peeking in through the window, I can see he's still frowning.  
 
    “Yeah.” I croak out because my throat is a bit sore. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    Hovering there at my bedside, he watches me for a moment in total silence. I don't know where to look—I feel as if I'm naked and on trial when he looks at me like this—so I sit up against the headboard and reach for the steaming cup of coffee. It’s half empty, and it’s too sweet for my liking. I wonder how he knows what I enjoy for breakfast, yet he doesn’t know how I take my coffee. 
 
    “Be ready in half an hour for the gym,” he says eventually in a low, soft voice. “I'll make you some breakfast. It'll be in the oven.”  
 
    “Um...okay.” 
 
    “If you ever want to eat breakfast with me, let me know and I'll wake you up earlier.” 
 
    Eat breakfast with him? Why would I want to eat breakfast with him? I barely make it through dinner mentally unscathed.  
 
    Hugging the blanket to my chest, I nod and shrug to answer him, and then he leaves. 
 
    That was really weird, but it doesn't end up being so. This becomes a pattern, and I’m less and less nervous by the day. Charlie wakes me up at Six A.M. with a coffee, asking if I'm all right like something is terribly wrong. Then I eat breakfast alone in the kitchen. We fight in the gym after, our sweaty bodies often rolling around the boxing ring in a battle of power. I spend the dull parts of the days reading in my room. We have dinner together every evening where he teases me about apparently fancying him, and he wants to know why I don't come down for lunch during the day. He hasn't clocked on to the fact that I need that time alone to mentally come down from whatever he makes me feel. Conversation starts to flow more freely, and I gradually ease into spending time with him. I even look forward to spending time with him.  
 
    Though he was sold on the idea that I would revoke our deal, I don’t. As much as I want to because our sparring sessions are almost unbearable with sexual tension that's now constantly between us, and at dinner he talks me under a charm that I start to enjoy, I don't revoke. Not that it really matters though, because with every day between us, the old me is drifting further and further away like a soul being swept by the wind. I find myself getting weak to Charlie's charming seduction, holding conversations with him rather than letting him take the lead. I’m awake before he even comes into my room in the mornings now. I'm desiring him more and more...sneakily looking at him...enjoying the way his body flexes when he moves about...basking in his attention when he talks to me...hell, I'm even dreaming about him in the most risqué manner—that's what wakes me up before sunrise—and I never usually remember my dreams.  
 
    Everything in my mind is narrowed in on him now. I don't know how this happened. I should fucking hate him—he stole me away from everything I know—but I don't.  
 
    The line has gone blurry. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    “It seems I'm gonna have to work a little harder,” Charlie says, wrapping up my knuckles with stretchy medical bandages. I've been going at it with the punching bag this morning, trying to relieve some of this sexual tension that's in me, and my knuckles are bloody. He took one look at me and said I'm not to fight with naked hands anymore—not while I'm living here with him. I tried to resist letting him touch me but my resistance was fruitless. By the time his fingers were on mine, I folded. 
 
    I cock a brow at him, assuming what he's talking about. The deal. It's the only thing on his mind lately, other than teasing me. He's always teasing me about something, usually that he knows I fancy him—or, he assumes. I haven't told him the truth.  
 
    “I'm sure you will,” I say. 
 
    Chuckling to himself, he works on my left hand. I watch him with careful meditation, nodding and shaking when he asks if the bandages are too tight or too loose. He's got his hair tied back today and while this is my favorite look on him, all I can think about doing is yanking out his ponytail and raking my fingers through the strands, steering him to my satisfaction. I want to touch him. I want to run my hands over every bulging muscle under the t-shirt he’s wearing, to feel the power in his body. I dreamt about touching him last night, felt the callousness of his body hair under my palms—maybe that's why my mind is twisted this morning? 
 
    Charlie glances up from my hands and holds my burning hot gaze for a few seconds. “You shouldn't stare at people like that, Blaire.”   
 
    I give him a funny look, drawing in my eyebrows. Does he know I'm thinking about him being naked?  
 
    “Your eyes are haunting,” he says softly, his blue stare flickering all over my features, “possessing.”  
 
    I glance away from him then. When he says things like that, it's as if he's an incubus talking to my unconscious soul. 
 
    “You don't even realize what you're doing, do you?” he whispers, pinching my chin between a finger and a thumb, forcing our gazes to align once more.  
 
    “I don't even know what you're talking about.” I tug out of his grasp to break the spell.  
 
    “No,” he says under his breath. “I know you don't.” He finishes bandaging me up, then he gives my hand a squeeze, nearly making me moan. “Before we spar, I want to do something with you.” 
 
    I back up, my stomach contracting with frustrating wishful anxiety. 
 
    “Nothing like that.” He laughs, a wide smile dominating his face. “I want to see how high you can kick.” 
 
    “Oh.” I blink at him, coming down from that nervous rush. I've come to like that rush. I like everything about the way he makes me feel now. “Okay,” I say. “Sure.” 
 
    He nods left, so I follow him across the gym, fisting and unfisting my hands to loosen up the bandages. Charlie rustles through the cupboards on the back wall for something, saying that once he's satisfied with seeing how high I can kick, I can show him a few tricks.  
 
    “Tricks?” I ask in a distracted fashion because he has a Wing Chun ring on one of the shelves in the cupboard. 
 
    “Yeah”—he sounds like he's trying not to laugh—“I'm sure you have many.” 
 
    “Why do you have that?” I ask. Picking up the Wing Chun ring, I run my fingers over the smooth bamboo outlay.  
 
    He smiles at me. It's his deathly handsome smile that makes me feel all warm and tingly. “I got you some Wing Chun equipment so you can train. Don't want you getting bored now, do we?”  
 
    “I was going to say...” I glance up at him, putting the ring back in the cupboard. “You're into boxing, right?” 
 
    He nods, smirking at me like he's got a hidden secret.  
 
    “You know, you're going to have to learn a different style of fighting if you want to beat me.”  
 
    He doesn't look offended by my arrogance. If anything, he looks amused. “Yeah, I'm well aware.” Grabbing a remote control out of the cupboard, he uses it to move a punch bag up the wall. The bracket hums with electricity as it ascends, until Charlie clicks the stop button, leaving the bag hanging just above my head. 
 
    “Is that too high?” he asks, ushering me back across the gym with his hand on the low of my back. 
 
    I shake my head, walking with him, training my attention on the bag. I can high-kick around eight feet in the air if I run up to a target.  
 
    “All right then,” he says. “But if you want it lowered, just tell me.” Wandering past me, he checks the bag over, grabbing it with both hands and shaking it so vigorously that the wall shudders. I assume he's making sure it's safe to use. He then crosses his arms and moves back to give me the space I need, telling me, “Go on then, Señorita.” 
 
    He's curious to see me do this. I can tell by that fire in his eyes.  
 
    I bend over to stretch out, ensuring I have no knots in my muscles. There's nothing worse than getting a cramp mid-fight. Charlie is watching me—I can feel his eyes on my ass, but I knew they would be. In fact, I'm taking great pleasure in winding him up, especially when he clears his throat. 
 
    My muscles now loose, I jog back for some distance, getting in position by slightly bending my knees. Then, to gain the strength and speed I need, I run up to the punch bag, my muscles easing into my motions. Two feet away, I leap into the air and kick the bottom of the bag. A warm surge of adrenaline shoots through me as I softly land on my feet, my interest centering on my training. I've missed this, the relaxed routine of training in this manner. It reminds me of home.  
 
    “Yeah, you're quick,” Charlie says, seeming to be confirming his own thoughts. 
 
    I glance at him, smirking with conceit. 
 
    “Go again,” he says, gesturing for the bag, his arms still folded over his chest.  
 
    Backing up, I pull in a large breath and run up to the punch bag, jumping into the air with an athletic kick when I'm within range. Again and again I attack, each kick executed more brilliantly than the last. I spend the next forty minutes doing this, flashing Charlie the odd smile as he tells me that he could watch me do this all day. “I don't think I've seen a girl so disciplined.”  
 
    I know there's an ulterior meaning to what he's just said, but I'm having such a good time that I don't want to spoil it by being snarky.  
 
    I keep going at the bag, and when I'm a little puffed out, sweat dripping down my back, I have a go at teaching Charlie. I don't know why. I just fancy it.  
 
    “Everyone can learn, but you should lower the bag a bit,” I say, estimating that it's got to be six feet in the air. “That's quite a fall if you miss and drop on your ass.”  
 
    He arches a brow at me. “Are you sure you don't want me to make it higher then?”  
 
    Pursing my lips, I hum in a musing fashion. “Second thought, you should make it higher.” 
 
    He playfully pinches my side, making me squirm. “I knew you'd say that.” 
 
    I kick his feet out from under him, and he drops with a heavy thud. I burst out laughing, grabbing my stomach because it aches, hardly containing myself. This is the oddest thing. I've never laughed like this in my life.    
 
    Charlie shakes his head at me, and I think he's trying not to laugh, too.  
 
    “Go on,” I say amid laughing, gesturing out. “Form position. You can't kick the punch bag from down there.” 
 
    Grinning, he gets up from the floor and stands before the punch bag, rolling back his shoulders. I love watching him do that. Every muscle in his back waves and flexes beneath his t-shirt.  
 
    I tell him to warm up with a few axe kicks, that he doesn't need to jump up and kick the bag until he's ready, but he's terrible at taking advice.  
 
    “Do as you please then.” I shrug, walking back and forth with crossed arms, observing him.  
 
    My face drops when he strikes the bag with a high-air-kick, landing perfectly on his feet. Another kick, and another, every one achieved with focus and refinement.  
 
    My mouth hanging open, I glance between him and the punch bag. 
 
    “Didn't expect that, did you, Señorita?” he says, triumph plastered across his face. He walks into me, playfully slapping my face. 
 
    I flick away his hand but he catches my wrist. We start fighting then, and we're not even in the ring. We are all legs, trying to knock each other over, I guess because we've been practicing our kicks. I put Charlie down more times than he does me but I have to admit, I underestimated him a little. He's not as good as me, though he's not as bad as I thought either, and he's definitely into more than boxing. 
 
    Charlie starts sweating up, so he yanks off his t-shirt and flings it at me. The overwhelming smell of his clean, sweaty, musky scent hits me in the face. 
 
    Khristos.  
 
    Before I can toss his t-shirt aside, he runs at me and hooks one arm between my legs, gripping my ass.  
 
    “Charlie!” I squeal, grabbing his shoulders, the feeling of him between my legs all too familiar.  
 
    He fists the back of my hair with his other hand, yanks me up off the ground, and slams me down on a training mat. 
 
    “Aargh!” I groan out, arching. 
 
    “Shit!” He crouches over me on all fours, his knees pressing into the mat on either side of my body. “Are you all right?”  
 
    “The mats aren't that soft, you know?” I roll onto my side, my face taut with pain.  
 
    “Ohhh, Blaire, los siento, baby,” he says he’s sorry in Spanish. He runs a large hand down my spine, over every curve, kneading out the pain. “I didn't mean to hurt you. The mats are supposed to be quite thick.” 
 
    I start to say, “Well they're not,” but then I find myself leaning into his touch like a dog being petted, my stomach coiling with sinister desire. Why the fuck is this happening to me? Why can't I go one day without desiring him?  
 
    While I'm bathing in his touch, practically humming in delight, he whispers in my ear, “Are you gonna kiss me again so you can beat me, hmm? Because I really don't mind.” 
 
    I smirk up at him from the side, and I can't help thinking, does he want me as much as I want him? I sense that he does, but I can't be one-hundred percent sure that this isn't his agenda—to have me utterly under his spell. 
 
    Charlie looks like he's going to kiss me. His face is dripping in want as he comes closer to me, his eyes flickering between mine. I playfully tell him to piss off, pushing his mouth to the side. One more kiss and I'm not sure I'll be able to stop. 
 
    Taking my hands, he helps me to my feet. “You all right?” he asks with genuine concern, giving me the once over, his eyes sweeping up and down my body. “Does your back still hurt?”  
 
    “No.” I roll my shoulders, trying to iron out the tension. “I'm fine.”  
 
    “Here,” he says, circling with a single finger. “Turn around.”  
 
    “Why?” I can feel my heart hammering in my chest. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    The way he smiles at me, it makes my heart race. 
 
    “Turn around,” he says, still circling his finger as he flicks up his eyebrows. “C’mon, chica. You'll be glad you did.” 
 
    A bit wary, I do, and to really fuck with me, he puts his large hands on my shoulders. He massages me there with sure, gentle fingers, getting into knots and kinks that I didn't even know existed. It feels so good that I sigh and let my head fall back. I can't resist closing my eyes for a moment either, imagining that he's doing this to me while I'm naked and withered after an orgasm. 
 
    “Feels good,” Charlie whispers in my ear from over my shoulder, “doesn't it?” 
 
    Ugh. I groan internally. I'm living in my own sexually repressed hell, and it feels like things are just getting started.  
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    Over the coming weeks, I adjust to living with Charlie.  
 
    After the way he dropped me in the gym the other day, he's a little delicate with me when we spar now, but it's all right. I don't want to get too physical with him anyway. I'm trying to control my hormones, so his guilt for hurting me has worked in my favor.  
 
    I also don't hide away in my room during the day anymore, reading the books he brought me. I come down for lunch as well as breakfast and dinner. Though, we never eat breakfast or lunch together. I always get up too late to share breakfast with him, and he's always working at lunchtime. 
 
    Today however, he isn't working, so I'm indulging myself in his company, making us both a sandwich before he disappears again. We eat standing in the kitchen, Charlie leaning against the countertop next to me, topless. I'm not sure if he owns a bloody shirt anymore.  
 
    “You know you've been down for lunch every day this week?” he says, flicking crumbs off his chest.  
 
    “Yeah, so?” I have a sip of orange juice but it barely quenches my thirst. “Is that all right?” 
 
    “Course it is,” he says softly. “You can do whatever you want here, Blaire.” He reaches for my glass so I give it to him, and he finishes off every last drop of orange juice. I watch the Adams apple in his throat bob up and down, captivated. Everything he does captivates me.  
 
    “Why have you only just started coming down during the daytime, hmm?” he says, leaning past me to put the empty glass in the sink. “You've been here for over a month now.” 
 
    “Maybe because I didn't like you before.” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them. “Not that...you know...I don't mean...” I blink at him, internally cringing.  
 
    Why did I just say that?  
 
    “So,” he says amused, licking his lips, “you like me now, huh?” 
 
    I exhale under my breath. He isn't offended. 
 
    “Hmm?” he hums, flicking up his eyebrows for an answer. “Yes? No? Maybe?” His eyes thin. “Maybe a little?” 
 
    “You're all right, I suppose.” I shrug, and try not to laugh at him. I bite a chunk out of my sandwich. He is all right. Nothing like I thought he'd be.  
 
    He laughs at me, his eyes glittering, trapping me in his spell. I could stare at his wicked blue eyes all day long.  
 
    “Well, that's better than you hating me, I guess,” he says, having another deep bite of his sandwich.  
 
    “Why don't you have a girlfriend?” I blurt out. I'm not ashamed to ask. I've been wondering for weeks now, wondering that if he does have a girlfriend, who she might be or what she looks like.  
 
    He coughs and punches his chest, almost spitting out his sandwich.  
 
    “I mean, you probably have a girlfriend. I just assumed.” I put down the last of my sandwich and hide my hands in the sleeves of my sweater, looking up at him innocently. “Sorry. I'm not prying. I just wondered, is all.” 
 
    “No.” He laughs, wiping his lips with his fingers, smirking down at me. “You don’t have to be sorry.” He's still laughing, trying to swallow down his sandwich. “I've had plenty of women,” he explains, but says he couldn't be bothered to make the effort with them. “I work all the time, so I don't have time to fuck about with mujer.” Women. 
 
     I incline a brow at him. 
 
    “Except for you, but you're different.” He winks at me, polishing off the rest of his sandwich by popping it in his mouth.  
 
    I look away from him, my cheeks warming up. Gathering the dirty dishes, I drop them into the sink, then I wipe down the sides.  
 
    His words are like a mantra in my head. I don't have time to fuck about with women. Except for you. Why am I so flattered by that? 
 
    “Blaire,” he says my name after a while of silence. When I peer up at him, I find he's giving me an unusually cautious stare.  
 
    “What?” I shove the butter and the salad away in the fridge.  
 
    “I want to ask you something,” he says, then he pauses for a moment, chewing the inside of his mouth. “But if you don't want to talk about it, then that's okay. Just say so.” 
 
    Crossing my arms, I rest back against the kitchen counter.  
 
    He crosses his arms too. “You said you don't remember meeting Maksim, right? Nor do you have any memories of being young.” 
 
    My eyebrows draw together.  
 
    “What's your earliest memory?”  
 
    My frown intensifies. “That's a bit random, Charlie.” 
 
    For the past few weeks, he hasn’t so much as mentioned my past, and now he wants to know what my earliest memory is? 
 
    He lifts his shoulders in a shrug. “I've been meaning to ask you for a while now, but I didn’t want to make you feel uncomfortable. You seem relaxed with me now.” 
 
    He's noticed. Fuck, that's so humiliating. I don’t want him to know that I’m comfortable around him. It gives him all the power.  
 
    “Do you mind telling me?” he asks, holding my gaze with trained enthusiasm. “I'd like to know.” 
 
    “Um...” I run my teeth across my top lip. “I guess.” I don't answer his question right away. I'm not shying away from it, which is bizarre to my nature. I'm actually digging into my thoughts, so I can explain myself to him. I want to explain myself to him. I want him to know me. Or, I want him to know what Maksim will be okay with him knowing.   
 
    What I recall isn't a memory, per se. It's more of a feeling. A feeling of coldness and total darkness, claustrophobia, and absolute quietness for long periods of time. There's also this damp smell that I can never escape in my dreams. I tell Charlie this, laughing uneasily. “I don't really remember much before I was thirteen, and what I do isn't exactly clear enough to say it's a memory.” 
 
    “What isn't clear?” he asks, tipping his head. He looks puzzled with my answer. 
 
    I glance down, then back up at him. “I can't tell you that.”  
 
    He nods a few times, understanding my unspoken words. “Are those memories like the feelings you remember? You don't have to tell me if you don't want to.” 
 
    I take a moment so I can find the words, but all I come up with is, “They're sort of like those feelings, though fuzzier.” I won't elaborate more than that because all those unsure memories have something to do with Maksim and how he conditioned me. From what I can gather, I was drugged and forced to endure sleep deprivation for extensive stretches of time. The objective was to ensure my mind was open. During these times, images and videos would flash through my mind, images of a girl protecting her lover, slaying man after man and woman after woman. The first time I saw those things, I was petrified. They never stopped filtering through my mind's eye until I could control my heart rate, as Maksim's voice would command me. When I could control my heart rate and my fears, I was allowed to sleep, but only to Maksim's voice. To his promises and the promises he made me commit to. The constant reminder that I fear nothing but Maksim's safety, that I live to worship and protect him.  
 
    Then there was the pain. Most of all the aches and pain. The stretched out feeling of hanging from my arms. Being drowned in cold water while my hands and feet were in scorching hot water. Electric shocks that made my entire body spasm with agony. Beltings.  
 
    It all sounds so sadistic, even to myself as I recall the ‘memories’, but it's not. It made me who I am now. A fearless combatant.  
 
    “Don't you think that's strange?” Charlie says softly, glowering with confusion. “How you can't remember much?”  
 
    I shrug with indifference. “What isn't strange about how I grew up?”   
 
    His eyes swim with something I've not seen before...sympathy?  
 
    My chest does this odd squeezy thing.  
 
    It's definitely sympathy.  
 
    “Don't feel sorry for me, Charlie.” I turn away from him and busy myself with washing up, barely registering how hot the water is. “I'm not worth it.”  
 
    “That's subjective to think you're not worth feeling sorry for,” he says. “Regardless of what you've done, you're just a kid, really.” 
 
    A kid?  
 
    “Don't you know who I am?” I leisurely peer over my shoulder and scowl at him. “Don't you know how many people I've killed? How many lives I've ripped apart?” 
 
    “Yeah, I'm quite aware.” He doesn't react with disgust, as I thought he would, but that just annoys me. He should find me repulsive and evil. He shouldn't want me as he does. The only reason I've never questioned Maksim's fascination with me is because we're both deeply sick. 
 
    “You know”—I snatch the towel off the sink so I can dry my hands—“just because I’m innocent or whatever, it doesn't mean I'm some sweet, blameless girl.” I give him a hard, wolfish look. “I don't deserve your pity. The only thing I deserve is a guaranteed ticket to hell, and you'd do well to remember that.” 
 
    “I didn't realize you regard yourself with such high esteem.” 
 
    “What's that supposed to mean?” I ask, flinging the towel on the countertop.  
 
    “Well, ever since I met you you've been emotionally constipated, and now you're...” he shrugs, his arms still folded over his chest. “I never knew you felt guilt for the things you've done.” 
 
    I snort, affronted. “I don't.” 
 
    “I think you do,” he says under his breath. “You just execute a great job of blocking your emotions out,” his eyes taper as he says that, like he knows how I feel deep down at times. “You should ease up on yourself. Half the people you've killed probably deserved it.” 
 
    “And the other half?” I remind him that some were innocent, and I remind myself what real guilt feels like. I once killed a man who worked at the club for stealing a hundred pounds off Maksim, even after he told me it was to put the gas on and get some food for his kids. It was a cold English winter at the time. He had a nasty cough, was constantly coughing up phlegm because he was ill. While I felt pity for him, it didn't stop me from slitting his throat to make a point of him. Then came the guilt. For days I couldn't sleep. I kept seeing his face in my closed eyes, the photo he showed me of his kids who were barely five years old. He said they all had the flu and because they were illegal immigrants, he couldn't take them to a doctor.  
 
    Now, they have no father, and that's because of me.  
 
    “Collateral damage,” Charlie says frankly, and there isn't an ounce of pity in his eyes now. “It happens in the best of wars.”  
 
    Silence wraps around us as we stare at each other in a moment of reflection. I have no idea why I'm even talking to him like this. For weeks we've been teasing each other, falling under a spell of desire, and now... 
 
    Why did he have to ruin things? Why does he want to know what darkness I've suffered? Is that how he's getting his kicks now? 
 
    “Let us get a few things straight,” I snap, pointing at the ground between us, guilt trickling through my frosty heart, “I don't feel culpable for anything I've done.” I try to convince myself. “I don't care about who I've killed or who I've tortured, and I don't give a shit about your stupid, curious questions, either.” I want to keep going at him, but I can't stand the way he's looking at me, outright unbothered by my ominous confession.  
 
    I try to leave the kitchen but Charlie sidesteps me, blocking my exit with his tall, muscular body.  
 
    “Blaire, calm down,” he says. “I told you if you didn't want to talk about it, all you had to do was say so.”  
 
    My teeth grind, and I fist my hands. “Is this what you're trying to do? Splay open my emotions?” 
 
    He doesn't answer me, just stands there in a deadpan fashion. 
 
    “Good luck with that,” I say, huffing at him. “It'll take more than sly humdrum conversation to achieve that.”  
 
    Barging him with my shoulder, I head out of the kitchen and go up to my room. I don't come down for dinner, not even when Charlie knocks on my door and asks if I'm hungry. I curl up in the middle of my bed and shut off mentally, trying to forget this afternoon ever happened, trying to forget that man's face.  
 
    I'm quite stupid really, to think I could live in a world with Charlie where only peace and desire exists side by side until I go home. Of course he's going to want to know who I am inside. That's his objective, isn't it?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    21 
 
      
 
    The next morning, my erratic period comes.  
 
    If there's anything I'd like to avoid, it's this time of the month. I am never myself when my period comes. I'm withdrawn, morose, and so uncomfortable it's beyond belief. I always try to keep it together and remain as Blaire as I can, for Maksim doesn’t take too kindly to me being in a mood—he'd whip me to death until I learnt to control my mood. But here, however, Maksim isn't about, so I'm not quite sure how I'll cope with my period and that bothers me. Charlie has been all right up until now—minus yesterday afternoon with his prying—and I don't want to rock the boat by being overly rude. I've enough emotions to deal with, let alone his wrath.  
 
    Feeling like bugs are crawling under my skin, I wake in the middle of the night and go to the bathroom, knowing exactly why I feel the way I do. My throat is a bit sore, as if I've been screaming my head off in agony. I hand feed myself some cold water from the sink to soothe my throat. Then I search through the vanity cupboards for some toiletries. All of what I need is in here, surprisingly. It seems Charlie has thought of everything. 
 
    I sort myself out and get back into bed where I lie staring through the window for hours, the blanket draped over my waist. The sun hasn't risen yet. The sky is like a sheet of black silk, slipping down the horizon that's half alight. 
 
    I toss and turn for a while, hoping for the sun, but I just can't relax. I'm too tense and itching to do something. Anything.   
 
    Slugging it out of bed, feeling bloated and heavy, I dress in the usual and patter downstairs to the kitchen barefoot.  
 
    It's quiet in the kitchen. It feels empty without Charlie around. I've come to like him being around. It's so weird.   
 
    I make some toast and take it to the dining table, where I watch the sun rise through the back doors with burning pink rays.   
 
    “Blaire?” Charlie says, entering the kitchen. “I wondered where you were.” 
 
    I turn in my chair to look at him in the doorway. He's on the phone, wearing jeans over black boots and a white t-shirt that boasts all his muscles. His fucking hair is pulled away from his face, too.  
 
    Great. 
 
    A warm feeling travels right through me, making my skin flush. I'm suddenly aware of how tight my black sweater is across my swollen breasts, and how tight my trousers are against my sex.  
 
    It seems my desire for him has magnified.  
 
    This can't be happening to me. Not now. Not while I'm already uncomfortable in my own skin. 
 
    “Morning, Charlie.” I drop my gaze to the now empty plate, too pissed off with everything that's going on inside me. I wish my car was here so I could go for a drive or something. I feel like I've been stuck in this damn house for years rather than weeks, lusting after him!  
 
    “I'll call you back.” Charlie hangs up the phone, and then I hear him wandering over to me, his feet heavy against the kitchen floors. “What's wrong?”  
 
    I keep my eyes trained on the plate, clasping my hands together in my lap. “Nothing.” 
 
    He pulls out the chair to my right, making it scrape against the floor, and sits down. He's showered. I can smell the clean soapy aroma of his skin.  
 
    “I know there's something wrong.” Gently touching my hands under the table, he grasps my attention for a split second, but then I look away.  
 
    “Did I cross a line with asking you those questions yesterday?” he says softly. “Have I upset you?”  
 
    “What?” I frown up at him. “No, Charlie. I don't hold onto irritation for very long, as I'm sure you've noticed.” I have to look away again. I can't stand that intense blueness in his eyes, not this morning, and I can't stand it when he wears his hair back. He's too handsome.  
 
    “So, I did irritate you then?” 
 
    “For all of an evening,” I whisper. 
 
    “Okay. Well, if it's not me, then what's wrong? Has something else pissed you off?” 
 
    I try to avoid telling him but he goes on, and on, and on, demanding an answer. “I won't relent, Blaire. I want to know what's wrong.”  
 
    “It's my period, all right?”  
 
    “Oh!” He's lost for what to say for a moment, blinking at me as if I just admitted to something dreadful. “Have you got a stomach ache?”  
 
    Shutting my eyes, I shake my head. “But I can't be bothered to train today, if you don't mind?” 
 
    “Course I don't mind. Do you need anything? I put all the necessary toiletries in your bathroom.” 
 
    “I'm fine.” 
 
    Another long pause, then he rises from his chair. He saunters across the kitchen, rustles through the cupboards and the drawers, and I hear a deep whooshing sound. Then he returns with two steaming cups. “Here,” he says, passing one to me, and I realize the whooshing was the coffee machine. 
 
    I take the cup from him and hold it on the table, training my eyes there. It’s warm against my palms; smells deliciously of the morning and bitter coffee beans.  
 
    “Do you want anything in particular to eat?” he asks. 
 
    I scowl up at him. “Are you being funny?”  
 
    He snaps his thick eyebrows together. 
 
    “Why would I want anything in particular to eat?” I say.  
 
    “Don't women have cravings when it's that time of the month, huh?” I think he's trying not to smirk as he sits back against his chair, looking as cool as ever.  
 
    My scowl hardens. I have cravings every fucking second of every fucking day, but not for food.  
 
    “Chocolate?” He raises his eyebrows at me. 
 
    “I don't eat chocolate.”  
 
    “You should.” He sips his coffee with steady movements. “It's supposed to have natural pain relief chemicals known to be effective on women. And it's supposed to help with bad moods,” he adds with sarcasm.   
 
    I don't answer him. I'm worried I'll say something I'll live to regret and end up unleashing the evil within him, because it has to be there somewhere. He can't be like this with everyone, surely?  
 
    Guzzling down the rest of his coffee, Charlie gets up and leaves the kitchen without saying goodbye.  
 
    I close my eyes with a harsh sigh, simmering over the possibility that I've really upset him. I know I don't say much as it is, but I'm not usually this blank and rude to him. Or I don't think I am.  
 
    Half an hour passes, and then he's back with a flimsy blue shopping bag in hand. “Chocolate.” He drops the bag in front of me on the table, shoving car keys away in his jeans pocket. “Eat, and cheer up.” 
 
    Shit, he is pissed off.  
 
    “Sorry,” I say, looking down, squeezing the cup in my grasp. “I don't know what's wrong with me. I should know better than to be rude to you.”  
 
    “S'all right.” He winks at me when I peer up at him. “Do you want to sit with me while I make my phone calls?” He takes a seat next to me again, the wooden frame creaking under his weight. “Tis' gotta be better than being cooped up in your room, no?”  
 
    I'm confused. Is he pissed off at me?  
 
    I try not to frown at him, keeping my expression ironed out. 
 
    I can't really tell what mood he's in.  
 
    “I...sure, if you want me to?” I shrug, feeling a bit weird with today's situation. Is it just me, or does he seem different?  
 
    “Course I want you to.” Charlie empties out the contents of the bag and peels open a few bars of Galaxy Caramel. He tucks into the chocolate with gusto, popping a few cubes into his mouth amid dialing someone. 
 
    I don't think he is pissed off. He seems to be taking my bad mood in his stride.  
 
    Strange. 
 
    He starts speaking in Spanish to his caller. I make out something about prices, and I feel like I'm intruding.  
 
    “Charlie,” I whisper, pointing out, “I can go up to my room if you—” 
 
    He shakes his head, giving my shoulder a gentle squeeze. I tense up, wishing he wouldn't touch me. I can't deal with his intensity today. All I want to do is pounce on him or hit him.  
 
    Still speaking on the phone, he nods at the chocolate, I assume for me to have some. I grab a square and nip off the corner with my front teeth. The sensations that bloom in me are stimulating. It's like nothing I've tasted before. It's fucking delicious, sugary and creamy and mouth-watering. I can't find the right words to explain what chocolate is like for me.  
 
    By the time Charlie has finished with his call, which I think lasts for over an hour, we've eaten the entire contents of the bag.  
 
    “Told you you'd like chocolate.” He smirks at me, putting his phone down on the table. 
 
    I stare at him in total silence, deliberating on asking him a question. 
 
    “What?” he says. Stretching out his large body, he reaches back and holds the top of my chair. 
 
    Fuck it. It's not like I've got anything to lose.  
 
    “What's with you today?” I hug my middle, giving him this wolfish look.  
 
    “What's with me?” He seems confused, scrunching up his face. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Why are you being so nice?” 
 
    Now, he looks insulted. “Am I not normally nice to you?”  
 
    “I...well...” I try to speak but I'm suddenly stuck, too. Yes, he is always nice to me, though he's usually oozing with dark sexual intensity. Today, he isn't. Yes he's still intense, but he's...I don't know...I don't even know why I'm pondering over this.  
 
    I hate being on my period. It makes me think too much. 
 
    Breaking eye contact, and needing some space, I say, “I'm going to go lie down for a bit.”  
 
    I try to stand but he rapidly catches my arm. “This isn't just your period. I have upset you, haven't I?” 
 
    I peer back at him, finding his eyes are full of apprehension.  
 
    “No, Charlie. You haven't done anything to upset me.”  
 
    He nods at my chair, so I sit back down.  
 
    “Then what's wrong? C’mon, Blaire...why can't you look at me properly?” His fingers slide down my arm to my hand where he holds me, running his fingers through mine, sending waves through my body.  
 
    “Nothing is wrong.” I lick my lips because they're dry, fisting my hand in his. 
 
    “Blaire, don't lie to me, Señorita.”  
 
    My stomach cramps with anxiety.  
 
    “I was just wondering why you're being...I don't know.” I look away from him, my cheeks burning. Why is he doing this now? 
 
    He tugs on my hand, making me face him.  
 
    “You're not usually like this,” I snap, and then with my free hand, I flick one of the chocolate wrappers. “You don't usually sit with me in the mornings or speak to people in front of me. You usually leave me alone during the day.”  
 
    He stares me down, his gaze full of questions. This has to be his most confusing expression. It doesn't suit him. 
 
    “Duly noted.” He nods at me and gives my hand a squeeze, making my bones melt.  
 
    This is so messed up. He seems to understand me when I don't even understand myself. I have no idea where I was going with this.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Charlie is just as weird and confusing. Actually, worse. He wakes me up by gently giving my shoulder a shake and tells me to join him for breakfast. 
 
    “Why?” I throw back the blankets and sit up in bed. “Has something happened?”  
 
    It's almost pitch black in my room but I can still see his tall frame at my bedside. He’s dressed in black joggers and a black v-neck t-shirt. 
 
    “No, nothing's happened.” He goes over to the armoire and pulls open the doors, gathers some of my clothes, and passes them to me. “Everything's fine.” 
 
    On alert, I slip out of bed in my pajamas, a gray spaghetti strap vest with shorts. I rub my eyes in an attempt to gather my wits, and then I see the time. I sigh with frustration. Who the fuck gets up at four thirty A.M. unless it's work related?  
 
    “If everything's okay, why do you want me up so early, Charlie?” 
 
    “Because I want to have breakfast with you, and this is the time I eat in the mornings.”  
 
    Puzzled, I reach for the clothes in his arms, carefully studying him. He doesn't seem uneasy or fidgety, so I'm almost certain nothing has happened. He gives me his best smile as I stare at him, one that makes me feel hot from within. 
 
    “Chop, chop,” he says in a playful manner, gesturing for the bathroom.  
 
    I'm not sure what to make of his intensions but I go with the flow. I'm too tired to do anything else right now. While he's pacing around my bedroom, reading a message on his phone, I enter the bathroom to brush my teeth, change my sanitary pad, and get dressed. When I’m ready, I follow him through the house.  
 
    It's dark in the entrance hall and so quiet I could hear a pin drop. I glance out the windows on either side of the front doors. The sky is presidential blue with a glowing pink moon, or the sun.  
 
    What is with this man and early mornings? 
 
    In the kitchen, I'm greeted with an arsenal of chocolate scattered across the dining table, a few newspapers and a pen for the crosswords. 
 
    “To keep you occupied,” Charlie says, tapping a finger against the table where the newspapers are. He then pulls out a chair, and as I sit, he pushes me against the table. 
 
    “You didn't have to go out of your way to buy me more chocolate.” I feel at fault just looking at it all. 
 
    “I know,” he whispers from behind, “but I want you happy and well.” 
 
    I don't really know what to say about that, so I don't say anything at all.  
 
    He wanders into the kitchen's alcove cooking space and whips up some scrambled eggs on toast with warm maple syrup, and then we eat sitting opposite each other like we usually do. I'm a little on edge about his behavior-mood, but he seems to be as happy as a clam at high water. He asks how I'm feeling this morning, if I have a stomach ache. I tell him I'm fine, spreading butter across my toast. “I don't really get stomach aches.”  
 
    “That's good then,” he says, his eyes glittering with something as he looks at me from over his coffee cup. “I think this time of the month suits you. You've got a nice pink tint to your cheeks.” 
 
    Wrinkling my nose, I focus on my breakfast, striving to ignore his weird mood but it's very hard. This is a new side to Charlie I've not met before.  
 
    Once we've finished with breakfast, he cleans up. I aim to get up from the table so I can go back to my room for a few more hours of sleep, but he orders me to stay put. “I want you to sit with me again today while I work.” 
 
    My face twists with bafflement. “Why? Surely you don't want me—” 
 
    “Sit down, Blaire,” he points at my chair, “I want you down here with me, not locked away in your room until lunch comes.” His tone of voice is clipped and demanding, so I do as I'm told and lower onto the chair without questioning him further.  
 
    After he's cleaned up the kitchen, he returns to the table with coffee for us both, and begins working. Keeping a suspicious eye on him, I execute the crossword puzzles in the newspapers, and read the headline stories. He makes over a dozen calls. He leaves the kitchen for a few that I assume he doesn't want me prying in on, but I still learn a lot about him today. I'm not sneakily listening in on his conversations, but I can't exactly avoid hearing what he says, because he's sitting right next to me now.  
 
    Charlie sells mercenary army details—well, the army details are for hire—and he charges a fortune. For ten men to execute a job it's ten-million English pounds, and whoever is buying doesn't bat an eyelid because there are no negotiations. I think Charlie even sells himself as a soldier, but I'm not too sure. That part of the conversation isn't so clear cut because I zone out when he touches my hand, asking if I want another coffee.  
 
    “Yes, sure.” I forcefully smile at him as he begins across the kitchen, a question niggling away at me. “Charlie?” His name is out of my mouth before I can stop myself—I'm blaming everything on my period. 
 
    From the kitchen space, he faces me.  
 
    “Aren't you worried I'll hear something I shouldn't? You know, with you speaking in front of me?” 
 
    He laughs at me. “Who you gonna tell, Blaire?” He pours out the coffees with steady motions. “Maksim?”  
 
    “I wouldn't tell Maksim any of your business,” I spit out, illogically affronted, “even if he asked me.” And that's the utter truth. I know Maksim will ask about what's been going on with Charlie, but for some reason, deep down, I know I won't tell him about Charlie's business. It's not mine to tell.  
 
    Charlie is stunned by my snappy retort. He looks at me, wonder flashing in his eyes. The atmosphere freezes between us. I don't break eye contact. Sitting tensely in my chair, I hold his executed stare.  
 
    Still watching me, he saunters back across the kitchen and puts down two cups on the table with heavy thuds. He grabs the back of my chair, towering over me, causing me to crane my head back so I can maintain eye contact. We silently watch each other like this, and for the first time ever, I don't feel like shying away from that powerful stare of his. I feel strong in standing my ground.  
 
    “You know”—he half smiles at me, reaches out, and gently pinches my chin—“I actually believe you.” 
 
    I scoff at him, tugging out of his grasp. He fucking should believe me. I'm not a liar. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    We reach a turning point after I tell Charlie I won't speak of his business.  
 
    I don't know what changes between us precisely, but something does. I can feel it in the air in the coming days. The way he looks at me with more than desire in his eyes, and the way he speaks to me now. There's no holding back on his behalf anymore—he's not once left the kitchen to have private conversations on his phone. I find I'm more comfortable around him now than ever before. I want to open up to him on another level. Connect with him.  
 
    Over breakfast on Wednesday morning, I boldly confess, “I know you lead the Los Zetas.” 
 
    He smirks at me, sprinkling crumbs of toast from his fingers onto his plate. “I gathered that when you told me you studied them.”  
 
    “Oh.” I glance away, feeling like I've betrayed him or something. “I have been meaning to tell you that I know. I just...” 
 
    “S'all right.” He shrugs as if he doesn't much care. “I haven't exactly hidden the fact from you, have I? You've been listening in on my phone calls for days now.” 
 
    “Yes, I guess.” I don't feel bad for too long, partly because, as he just said, s'all right. And partly because I have other things on my mind. “Are your services for sale too?” I ask, thinning my eyes with curiosity. “Or do you just hire out your men?” He just got off the phone with someone, and I'm almost certain he said he's available in a few months’ time. 
 
    “No, people can hire my skills,” he says between sipping his coffee. He explains that he charges double for himself to personally commit to a job.  
 
    “You’re obviously good at what you do then?” 
 
    “Yeah. My mother ensured my skills by putting me into a secret military camp when I turned thirteen, so of course I'm good at what I do. Guns and physical combat is all I've ever known. I trained all my top ranked men, who now train their own details.” 
 
    “What do you do though, exactly?” I want to imagine what he's like in action. 
 
    He tells me that he and his men sometimes commit terrorist attacks, so the American government can blame other religious communities in pursuit of oil and gas. “But my men and I typically carry out search and rescue missions, and political correctness—In our own fashion.” He laughs when saying this.  
 
    “Political correctness?” 
 
    He nods. “We want Mexico returned to us. Others out there don't realize how kind my people are, Blaire. We don't want Mexico overpowered by the puppeteer Americans. So, when the Americans try to implement New World Order rules in our country that ensure us no economic equality, we retaliate in ways we know will force them to back off—by mostly fiddling with the stocks and shares. America cares about nothing more than money.”  
 
    Cupping my chin, I soak up everything, falling further and further down the rabbit hole that is Charlie. I even conjure up the courage to ask about his sister. She's been on my mind the past few days, I've no idea why.  
 
    “You don't have to tell me if you don't want to,” I say softly.  
 
    “My, you're a curious little cat this morning.” He smiles at me with indulgence. His phone buzzes on the table with an incoming call but he cancels it, pressing the red 'decline' button.  
 
    “I'm not prying,” I say. “As I said, you don't have to tell me if you don't want to.” 
 
    “No”—he puts down his cup—“it's fine. I like talking to you.” His face softens as he speaks of his sister, Gina, telling me that I remind him of her in many ways. “But you're evidently a lot stronger and more perceptive than she was.” 
 
    “What happened to her, Charlie?” 
 
    He gestures for the chocolate on the table so I pass it to him, and he declines another call. “My father was a conceited, greedy French pig,” he says, peeling open a bar of Galaxy Caramel.  
 
    “Your father was French?” I give him a surprised look, widening my eyes.  
 
    “Yeah, but when he married my mother, he became an American citizen and took her name.” He tells me that his mother was a Latin American who fell deeply in love with his father. They had nothing, so his father joined the American army, though he abandoned them to create the Los Zetas when he saw that if he had enough soldiers, he could take over Mexico. “The organization he created grew stronger, and my father thirsted for money and the wrong kinda power.” 
 
    I learn that his father started trafficking young girls to fund his men because back then the Los Zetas didn't have any connections with the American government. “I was the one who solidified a political connection and other ways to earn cash. As you know, I won't deal in sexually exploiting children.” 
 
    “Yes,” I whisper. “I've heard you mention that.” I want to ask why he associates with men who do abuse kids if he's so against it. But I don’t. I hold my tongue, as he continues talking to me about his sister, telling me a dark story.  
 
    “One evening, my father took my little sister and my mother to a fancy party in Columbia,” he says, “but when they returned home, the only thing my parents brought back was a bag full of money.” 
 
    So, that's why he has issues with men abusing young girls. It's because of his sister.  
 
    My heart sinks. I have no idea why. I've never felt guilt for anyone before. No one but James and Maksim—and I only pity Maksim when he tells me stories of how his parents abused him.  
 
    “I looked for Gina, but what I found wasn't her,” Charlie says, focusing on the chocolate. “You know the rest.”  
 
    “You chopped off your father’s...you know?” 
 
    Side-glancing at me, he nods. “Then I cut out my mother's heart and burned it.” 
 
    I huff in agreement, crossing my arms. “I don't blame you for doing that. If anything, you should have made her death as slow and as painful as you made your father's.” 
 
    He snaps his eyebrows together. “It doesn't bother you that I massacred my own parents?” 
 
    “No,” I say honestly, confused as to why he'd think it would bother me. “Why would it bother me?” 
 
    We're quiet after I say this, the conversation lingering, and Charlie is just looking at me with some strange emotion in his eyes.  
 
    I'm glad it wasn't Maksim who ended Charlie's sister, but that doesn't make me feel any better about what I now know. I've never lost anyone before, so I can't comment on what it feels like. I only know what Maksim's told me. “Loss is like living in a black hole that's too deep to climb out of. Only time can make it smaller.” 
 
    “Things are different in Mexico now,” Charlie says, breaking the silence. “None of my men deal in the underage sex trafficking industry. They know I'll cut off their nuts if they do.”  
 
    “And what about girls who are of age? Why do you associate with men who force their prostitution?” There, I said it.  
 
    Charlie gives me a sympathetic look. “I can't save the world, Blaire.” 
 
    My chest aches as he says that, because he sounds like he really wishes he could. 
 
    “As much as I'd like to, I'm still a criminal who has to take care of thousands of free men, so I have to draw a line between what darkness I will and will not accept. That's just the way it is for people in my line of work. You know that.” He continues talking about his men, how he pays for each of them to have a home, an education for their children, and hobbies for the wives while their husbands are away working. “Sometimes, we're gone for months, so I like to know that everyone back home is happy and looked after.” 
 
    “That's really nice of you, Charlie,” I say, getting lost in him. “Do you handle things on your own? Your organization, I mean.” 
 
    “No.” He smirks at me, slyness glowing in his eyes. “I've got two brothers.”  
 
    I raise my eyebrows, stunned and impressed at once. Imagine that, three of Charlie?  
 
    “Nicolas—or Nic, as everyone calls him—and Andres,” he says.  
 
    “How old are you all?” 
 
    “Andres is twenty-five and Nic is thirty-two.” 
 
    I arch a brow at him.  
 
    “I'm twenty-eight.” 
 
    Twenty-eight. Wow. 
 
    I study Charlie's face now. He looks about twenty-eight. He looks young, though with wisdom and intensity in his eyes.  
 
    “What are your brothers like?” I say, blinking at him, still studying how handsome he is. I'm really interested in his brothers. I'm interested about how similar they all are. 
 
    A large, devious smile spreads across Charlie's face. “Andres is like me. Nic is an egotistical, smutty bastard, though loyal to the bone.”  
 
    “Are they both Los Zetas too?”  
 
    “Yeah,” he whispers, looking right at me. “They trained with the military from thirteen, as I did, and were more than ready for the world's war when I took over the Los Zetas.” 
 
    For hours, he tells me stories about how he and his brothers grew up in Mexico. They were all happy until his father left the army. Even after he ended his parents at just seventeen, he is as close as ever with his siblings.  
 
    Night falls.  
 
    Charlie gets up to make dinner, and I decide to help him. I peel and cut the carrots while he seasons the meat. We continue talking, standing side by side in the cooking space. He asks a few questions about me and how I grew up with Maksim. “You can carry on from the feelings you were telling me about if you want?”  
 
    I tell him that I can't talk about it. “I'm sorry, Charlie.” But he's understanding. No, more than understanding. As if he never asked me anything at all, he returns to telling me more stories of his childhood. 
 
    I can't ever remember a time when I felt so relaxed in someone's company. I'm not sure why I feel so at ease with Charlie, but I do, and I'm glad that I do. Things are better this way.  
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    Four days of pure mental connection with Charlie, and my period ends.  
 
    I'm so fucking glad that I could die of relief. My desire for him and my overly curious mind are back to a more manageable state, and I'm me again. 
 
    We fall back into our routine of sparring at the crack of dawn and eating dinner at sunset, however, now, we have breakfast and lunch together. I pretty much spend all my time with Charlie. I have no idea how he ever makes time for work because he's always with me. Yes, he conducts calls during the daytime—or he does now that I'm done asking questions—but that's where his work seems to end. It's like his life revolves around me. Fuck knows why. I'll be gone in around six weeks’ time.  
 
    I try not to think about that, this ending, because I've come to like living with Charlie. I've grown comfortable around him, used to him. I'm not sure how he's achieved making me feel like this, but he has, and I'm thankful. When he first took me from Maksim, my life was turned upside down. There wasn't a single moment of peace in my days. I was always anxious about him and what he might do to me. Now, I look forward to seeing him. I'm at peace all the time. I wake feeling refreshed and rested, and I spend my days in what I can only describe as contentment. There's no carnage with Charlie. There's no brutality. There's no walking on egg shells. There is just this.  
 
    Even in the gym, like now, we're sparring and I'm not focusing on all my natural combat senses. I don't feel the need to with him anymore, and he knows. He tells me that he knows and asks why. “What's changed?”  
 
    I shrug at him, my chest rising and falling with heavy pants because we've been going at it for over an hour straight.  
 
    “Here.” He passes me a towel, so I can wipe my sweaty face. The soft material is cold because it's been lying over our bottles of water, and it smells like Charlie.  
 
    “Do you know what I reckon?” he says, helping me out of the ring by holding my hands.  
 
    Standing up to him, I say with a smirk, “What do you reckon, Charlie?” And I pass back the towel.  
 
    He drapes it over the ring ropes and puts an arm around my shoulders, pulling me into his side where he's warm and damp. He's never done this before. It makes my stomach flutter. 
 
    “I reckon you like me now,” he says in my ear, walking me toward the exit doors. “And not just a little bit.”  
 
    “Well, sure I do.” Tipping my head back, I frown up at him. That's hardly rocket science.  
 
    As if he's accomplished a great goal, he grins, then he squeezes me against his side. “It took long enough,” he says, laughter lingering under his tone. “But you're worth the wait.”  
 
    Now, my stomach is going like crazy. Does he really mean that?  
 
    Reaching the doors, he pushes them open with his other hand and urges me onward with him. It's a little awkward to walk with him like this, under his arm, but I don't mind. I enjoy his affections.  
 
    “I've gotta go away this weekend for business,” he says. “You want to come with me?”  
 
    Today is the day I discover that he does things other than phone calls, it seems, and I will confess, I'm glad he's offered me the chance to go with him. I want to be around him all the time since that change happened between us. He's not at all like Maksim. He talks to me, spends time with me for things other than jobs, and he's never physically hurt me for being rude or insulting.  
 
    The fact that he's never hurt me has sealed the deal for me taking a liking to him. He could have tried to condition me with brutality, but he hasn't. I think that was his initial plan, to beat me into being loyal to him, but somewhere along the way he's changed his mind. I don't understand why. I don't care to understand why. All I do understand, all I do know, is I like Charlie, and I doubt anything could sway my mind from that now.  
 
    “If you want me to go with you,” I say softly, as we reach the bottom of the staircase, “then sure.”  
 
    “Don't you get tired of that?” 
 
    I turn out from under his arm and walk up a few steps, putting us at eye level.  
 
    “Of what?” I grip the banister, mentally holding his blue gaze.  
 
    “People pleasing,” he says, folding his arms over his chest and leaning against the wall with one shoulder. “Don't you ever just want to do what you want to do, hmm?”  
 
    My features scrunch up.  
 
    “Well, for example”—he stares at my mouth as I lick my lips—“don't you want to eat what you fancy rather than what people tell you to eat? Don't you have taste preferences for food?”  
 
    I still don't get him, and he seems to know.  
 
    “Okay. How about this, do you want to come with me this weekend or stay here?” He lifts a steady hand to cut me off from interrupting him. “It's a simple question. And don't ask what I want. I'm only interested in what you want.”  
 
    “Well, yes, I guess I'd like to come.” I focus on my fingers stroking over the glossy banister outlay. “I've been stuck in this house for nearly two months.”   
 
    “I know you have.” He sounds almost sorry, reaches out and gives my other hand a squeeze, causing everything in me to tighten. “That's partly why I want you to come with me. I also need to get some food, so you can come shopping with me and tell me what you want to eat. You can have whatever you want.” 
 
    The penny drops, and I can't help this horrid sinking feeling that washes over me.  
 
    He's only interested in what I want. I can have whatever I want. That's bullshit. Men like him don't put women before themselves.   
 
    I give Charlie this look, silently telling him that I know what he's up to with this emotional bonding. I haven't really noticed it much before today. I've been too focused on fancying him and connecting with him. But now, I know. I don't know how I've suddenly realized his agenda, but I have. Him spending time with me, telling me about his sister and his brothers, letting me listen in on his phone calls, the sweet gestures, the way he looks at me. It all adds up to this.  
 
    “What?” he says, pulling his eyebrows together.  
 
    “I know what you're doing, Charlie.” I school my attention on my fingers again, so I don't chicken out of telling him what I think. “I know you're trying to emotionally bond me to you.” 
 
    He scoffs, but not out of anger. He sounds conquered. “I think we're both a bit past that now, don't you?”  
 
    I don't answer Charlie. Not even when he cocks his head to the side, and says, “Are you ever gonna open up to me about how you feel?”  
 
    Turning on my heel, I go upstairs and spend the rest of the morning alone, a little pissed off but more confused than anything.  
 
    I try to focus on mentally preparing for London—it's been so long since I was in the city and it reminds me of Maksim in so many ways—but I can't focus. I can't stop deliberating over how Charlie responded to my opinion about the emotional bonding. What did he mean by, I think we're both a bit past that now, don't you? I'm almost certain he means he's accomplished his goal with me, but I'm just not sure. Or maybe I don't want to believe that's the answer.  
 
    I wrack my brain for hours, while taking a shower and dressing, but I don't come up with a better explanation than his agenda, and that hurts in a way I've never felt before.  
 
    I consider asking him what he meant, hoping he'll tell me the truth, but when he comes into my room, dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved red sweater, my thoughts blank.  
 
    “You've had a shower?” he says, opening the armoire. He's holding a duffle bag in one hand. 
 
    I nod at him, climb into the middle of my bed, and cross my legs, watching him with caution.  
 
    “We'll be gone for a few days,” he's speaking to the armoire, “but just in case business drags, I'll pack you some extra clothes.”  
 
    “What business do you have to sort out in London?”  
 
    He gathers around four days’ worth of clothes for me and folds them in the duffle bag. “First, I need to see Maksim.” 
 
    “Maksim?” I say, my eyes widening. “You-you want me to come with you while you see Maksim?” 
 
    “No.” He glances back and laughs fondly at me. “You can stay at the hotel while I pay him a visit.” He then says something about meeting up with his men, but I'm not really paying attention. I'm too fucking nervous about running into Maksim while with Charlie. How uncomfortable will that be? 
 
    Strolling across my room, Charlie puts the bag on my bed. “Once everything is taken care of, we can go out for dinner if you want? Then we can go dancing or go see a movie.” 
 
    I don't think about the whole dinner and dancing-movie thing. I couldn't even if I wanted to. 
 
    “What is it, Blaire?” Holding my questioning gaze, Charlie gives me his full attention. 
 
    “Why haven't you seen him, already?” I hide my hands in the sleeves of my sweater. “I thought you were meeting up with him a week after you took me?”  
 
    I remember Maksim saying on the night Charlie took me, I'll see you in a week or so, Charlie. 
 
    “I've been enjoying my time with you.” Charlie sits next to me, causing me to sink into his side because the bed dips. He looks down at me, his eyes too blue. “I've not wanted to leave.”  
 
    My chest does that odd squeezy thing as he says that. How strange that we both feel the same?   
 
    Or do we, really? 
 
    “Do you want to come with me for the weekend?” he asks, his eyes flickering between mine. “Blaire?”  
 
    “What did you mean by, you think we're a bit past that now?” There, I asked him, and I feel better for it. 
 
    There's a moment where we stare at each other. I'm beckoning him to just tell me the fucking truth. He's very deadpan. 
 
    “I've got feelings for you,” he says in time, sounding really sincere. “What'd you think I meant?” 
 
    “Oh.” I blink at him all cross-eyed, my cheeks blazing. I never expected him to say that. “I don't know what I thought you meant. I guess I just...” Shaking my head, I stop this conversation with, “Never mind.” 
 
    “Oh'kay,” he says, skeptical. He then touches a length of hair on my shoulder and runs his fingers down it. “Do you want to come to London with me then, hmm?” 
 
    I shake my head minutely, dropping my gaze. I don't want to be anywhere near Maksim while living with Charlie. It's too weird. What if Maksim calls me over or something? Would I need to ask Charlie for permission? 
 
    Fuck, this is so uncomfortable.  
 
    “S’all right, Blaire.” He gives my foot a squeeze, making my toes curl against his hand. “If you want to stay here, then you can. I've told you many times that you can do whatever you want to do while living with me.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I breathe out with relief. That was easier than I thought it would be. 
 
    “Do you want me to bring anything back for you?” he says softly. “Do you need anything?” 
 
    I try to focus on my needs but I can't—my head is swimming—so I shrug.  
 
    “All right,” he whispers.  
 
    “Will you be okay going on your own?” I ask, a sickening feeling of worry coming over me. What if something happens to him, and I'm not there to protect him? 
 
    He flashes me his most doting smile. “I'll be fine, Blaire. All my men will be around.” 
 
    “At the hotel too?” 
 
    He nods.  
 
    That eases my worry a little, though I'm still nervous something might happen to him. Maybe I should just go with him? But what if we bump into Maksim? 
 
    I frown to myself, conflicted.  
 
    Though I'm clearly acting awkward, Charlie isn't. He gets up, leans over, and kisses me on the head, sending some strange feelings through my chest.  
 
    “Here's the key for the white Range Rover.” He pulls it out of his jeans pocket and puts it on the bed beside me. “There's money under the driver's seat, so if you want to go out for anything or if you want to get takeout, spend it. There's a few takeout menus in the drawer under the coffee machine. To leave, the gate code is four sevens, two ones, and nine.” 
 
    I smile at him, mentally bidding him goodbye.  
 
    He leaves for two days. I count every minute.  
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    Day one alone: I wake feeling relatively normal—I guess because I'm subconsciously expecting breakfast to be made and waiting for me in the oven. It isn't of course, so I thoroughly beat a few eggs, season in salt and pepper, melted butter and double cream, and scramble them in a hot frying pan with a drizzle of olive oil. It feels peculiar to be cooking again, but it all comes back to me. 
 
    After pouring a coffee, I take my breakfast to the table where I find a military style laptop and a note. Holding my plate in one hand, I put down the coffee and lift the note to my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Thought I'd leave this out for you. The password is Decena-in-numbers, literally. 
 
    X 
 
      
 
    A warm feeling spreads through my chest at the sight of Charlie's note. Yes, it's brief, but it feels like he's here as I read it. 
 
    I run my thumb over that X, wondering what it means. I soon learn it's not part of the password because I type it in and get a warning.  
 
    Sitting up at the table under the warm sunshine beaming in through the windows, heating up my back, I eat my breakfast while reading over the note a few times, chewing slowly because I'm concentrating. He's left this out to keep me occupied, just like he did with the newspapers. I smile for so long that my cheeks ache, but then I roll my eyes. I've officially lost it, become a hormonal female statistic, and I suddenly feel like I've been too judgmental of women. I've always mocked their weakness when it comes to men, the whole 'deer in headlights' stare and stuttering over words. But now, I get it. Even while I'm not actually that silly yet, I get it. 
 
    To take my mind off my own inanity, I fire up the laptop but end up spending my morning reading up on French-Spanish guys, of all things. I don't know where the need to research Charlie's culture has come from, but I find it all very calming.  
 
    The French don't waste time, Google says when I do a more thorough search, while Spanish men apparently like to draw things out, soak up every moment. I laugh to myself, thinking that's what Charlie is like to a T. He's quick to force intimacy but then takes his time once he has me in a state of desire.  
 
    Next, I look up what a capital X on the end of a message means. It denotes a kiss, Google says. 
 
    A strange sensation moves through my body, like a sinking-fluttering sensation but it makes me feel happy. He must know what an X means on the end of a message. He isn't thick. 
 
    Lunchtime comes, though I'm not hungry—I'm too hocked up on this weird fluttering sensation in my stomach—so I shut off the laptop, clean up my breakfast, and head for the gym to train.  
 
    A dark cloud comes over me in here. It's a lonely feeling, given I've always trained in here with Charlie. The space feels bigger and colder, and I jump every time I hear the slightest sound, like the drains in the walls clanging. I've never heard that in here before. It's so eerie.  
 
    I shower after working out. Then I go downstairs and make myself something to eat for dinner, which isn't much—just chicken and bacon pasta. The chicken doesn't taste half as good as when Charlie cooks it. 
 
    Stop thinking about him, I scold myself, but I can't. It's been a really odd day. Actually, odder than the first day I spent with Charlie. I've never been completely on my own before. I've always had my phone at least, in case Maksim needed to give me orders. But today...I don't know. I feel a bit lost and mentally white.  
 
    The sun setting on the horizon, I go outside and strive to center myself in meditating, reaching high above my head and putting my hands together to stretch out. 
 
    I wonder where Charlie is now...if he's safe.  
 
    I admonish myself again for thinking about him, but it's no use. I can't meditate either. The longer I try, the more mentally swamped I become. For the first time in my life, my thoughts aren't flowing freely. They're just overflowing, every emotion I've ever felt for and against Charlie romping. Fierce protection over Maksim. Anxiety when I first met Charlie. Anxiety mixed with a dollop of fear when Charlie told me in Maksim's kitchen that he'd bought me. Lust. Frustration with Charlie's prying. Enchantment. Desire. Now, I am sure I'm fond of him. I maybe even care about him. I find that the most disturbing thing because I'm not allowed to care about anyone other than— 
 
    Giving up in the garden, I go up to my room and take a cold shower, then I sink into bed. 
 
    I don't sleep much this night. I'm flooded with dirty dreams. Charlie's mouth is all over my body, and his hands are exploring every corner of my soul.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    Day two alone: I have breakfast while again reading this stupid note. Then I clean up the kitchen and venture into the gym. I feel really isolated in here, just like I did yesterday. I find myself wondering about the gym equipment, unsure of what kind of training I fancy. I start out on the treadmill, but give up halfway through a session. I then wrap my hands for the boxing bag, hopeful it'll stimulate my mind, but even that loses my interest. I stop for a moment and stand about in a conflicted manner. I then lift my fists in another attempt and hold them there under my chin, but I’m just not into this. 
 
    I skip lunch and have an even harder time at meditating, my thoughts scattering.  
 
    I feel very lost in my days, like I don't belong anywhere or something. It's this droning style of living, I think. I'm not used to it. It's driving me nuts.  
 
    At dinner time, because I'm sick of being in this house all by myself, I decide to go out and grab something from a fast food place. Probably McDonalds. I like McDonalds. It’s an easy style of eating.  
 
    I pull on my jacket, swipe the car key from the bedside cabinet and jog down the staircase, outside to where the Range Rover is parked. 
 
    “You're her, aren't you?” a Spanish peppered voice says from behind. “Blaire-Markov?” 
 
    Before I turn around, I pull my heavy gun out of my jacket pocket, hold it against my leg, and then I face her. 
 
    She's extraordinarily beautiful, standing there under the burning orange sunset, in front of a beaten up old Mercedes. She’s wearing a thigh length red dress. It hugs her bronze, curvaceous body with large breasts and coke bottle hips.  
 
    Remaining deadpan in my pose, I search her face to analyze what her deal is. Oval shaped with large, deep brown eyes and facade blushed cheeks. Her full lips are coated in something glossy, and her dark, chocolate brown hair is pulled back so tight her eyes are elongated.  
 
    How did she get through the gates? Does she know the code?  
 
    She slowly comes up to me with a walk that would make men bow at her feet, swaying her hips, her black heels crunching against the driveway. The way she's looking at me—curious and damn right pissed off. 
 
    She’s something to do with Charlie. I'm certain.   
 
    “You can't be her.” Stopping a foot away, she stares me up and down with pure hatred, twisting her lips. The evening breeze carries her scent, something sweet like strawberries. “You're barely a woman, and you're not exactly pretty, are you? You're not even Latino.”  
 
    Raising my eyebrows, I blink at her, stunned by her audacity to insult me. Definitely something to do with Charlie. 
 
    “Are you her or not?” she demands an answer, pointing a red-nailed finger at me.  
 
    “Yes, I'm Blaire,” I say, keeping my tone level. “What do you want?” 
 
    “You're actually Russian?” Grimacing, she flashes gleaming white teeth. “He hates Russians.” She sounds like she's talking to herself, clarifying something. “I want to know why Charlie Decena would prefer you to me!” 
 
    “Huh?” Why would she think that? 
 
    “Yes.” She swallows down what looks like a heave. “He told me earlier tonight.”  
 
    He told her that he wants me over her? That’s not right. 
 
    “I traveled five and a half thousand miles to see him because he's been gone for months now, and he told me that he doesn't want me anymore.” She scoffs with disgust, shaking her head. “It didn't take much to find out why.” 
 
    She must be a jealous ex-girlfriend. Great. 
 
    “Look, I don't know what's going on between the two of you”—I tuck my gun away, sure I don't need to use it on her—“but it's none of my business. If you've got beef with Charlie, call him.” 
 
    Turning on my heel, I try to walk away but toothpick fingers close around my wrist, urging me to stop.  
 
    “I'm not done talking,” she hisses from behind. “I want to know what's going on with you two. Are you his girlfriend?”  
 
    “What?” I look back, screwing up my face, on the verge of laughing. “No. I'm not Charlie's girlfriend.” 
 
    “Don't you fucking lie to me, little girl!”  
 
    “Why ask me that question if you're not going to believe my answer?” I tug out of her pathetic grasp and face her properly. I really can't be dealing with this shit. “I'm not Charlie's girlfriend, and whether you believe that or not is your problem, not mine.”  
 
    “If that is the case, then why is he at a gangster's party making a show of how much he likes you?”  
 
    My stomach rolls with nerves because I can't help thinking Maksim is at that party. 
 
    She gives me the once over again, revolted and livid at once. “How can a girl like you—a filthy Russian— entertain a man like him?” She gets in my face now, putting us nose to nose. “That man is a sadist junkie, so how the fuck can you keep up with the pace?”  
 
    I grind my jaw, feeling an irrational need to defend Charlie. “Not that I have to explain myself to you”—I walk into her, causing her to step back with caution—“but Charlie hasn't been sadistic toward me. I've no idea what the hell has happened between you two, but leave me out of it.” 
 
    I turn to walk away again, but she says, “Ohhh, come on, Señorita. You'll be telling me he's a tender puppy next. Cuddles and kisses on the couch while you watch movies, is it?” She laughs out loud with clear sarcasm. “Oh please, little girl. I know that man like the back of my hand—I've been fucking him for years!” 
 
    “Good for you,” I say, feeling a pang of something in my stomach. “Now, if you don't mind, I have to go.” I really, really want to hit her but know I shouldn't. I've never in my life used my physical abilities to hit a woman—not unless Maksim ordered me to—and I'm not about to start now.  
 
    Using the key to unlock the car, I pull open the driver's door but notice she's writing a message on her phone, so I wait by the car, wondering what she's doing. 
 
    Her phone blows up with an incoming call, and as soon as she answers, I know who it is. 
 
    “You don't want me because of this Russian little girl, hijo de puta?” she says in Spanish, shaking her pretty head at me. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” 
 
    I can hear Charlie yelling down the phone in Spanish and then she puts it on loud speaker, flashing me an evil smile.  
 
    “How fucking dare you go to my house and confront Blaire, you bitch!” he shouts so loud the speaker cracks. “When I get my hands on you, Celine, I'll knock the life outa you before putting a bullet in your fucking head! You hear me?! ¡No me jodas!” Don’t fuck with me. 
 
    “This is what Charlie is like,” she says with obvious amusement, unveiling her agenda of putting him on loudspeaker. “He's not a very nice man.” 
 
    He doesn't sound it at the moment, spitting out every curse word in his own language, but I know he's just lost his cool. I've seen every square angle of Charlie. I know he can be nice.  
 
    “Then what's your problem?” I go over to her. “If you think he's not a very nice man, why are you here?” 
 
    “Because he's mine, you little puta!” Her body literally shakes. I think she wants to hit me as I do her.  
 
    “Fuck off before I lose my patience with you,” I say in an odd, tranquil tone. “This isn't anything to do with me, so why don't you go find him and sort it out?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know where I am, Celine,” Charlie says down the phone in his own language. “Come here and we'll have it out.”  
 
    There's a long pause of silence between us all, the energy in the garden stark with fury.  
 
    “Does he strangle you to enhance an orgasm?” she says, as if to rile me, and Charlie is going nuts on the phone now. “Belt you so hard that you can't walk for days? Order you to remain in one place on your hands and knees until he says otherwise? He's fucked up like that, Blaire,” she says my name with such abhorrence. “He derives pleasure from hurting women, and do you know why?” 
 
    My stomach twists with—I can't even explain. 
 
    “Celine, if you don't shut the fuck up...!” he yells in Spanish on the phone. “¡Hostia!” Fuck! “I'm gonna kill her—get my car,” he yells at someone else, still speaking in Spanish. “You listening, Celine? If you're there when I get back, I'll fucking strangle you to death.  How'd you like that, hmm?” 
 
    “You know I won't mind, Cariño,” she says with lust, tipping her head to me. “That's the difference between you and I, Blaire. I'll do whatever it takes to keep him satisfied.” 
 
    My cheeks are pale and I feel sick to my stomach with anger, barely containing myself. I don't give two shits about what Charlie fancies, but I don't want to stand here listening to some beautiful woman who's clearly in love with him, tell me about their sexual encounters. 
 
    In a low, deceivingly calm voice, I warn, “You've got two minutes to leave before I rip your head off.” 
 
    She steps back instinctively, and I can see her heart must be racing with nerves. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, prowling toward her, “I'm not sure if you know me, but I reckon I can break your neck in three seconds, and it doesn't look like Charlie will give a shit now, does it?” I gesture at her phone, which is now silent. “Get in your car and leave, before you can't.” 
 
    She stands there staring at me, I imagine questioning if I'm telling the truth.  
 
    Fuck this. 
 
    I grab for her long, sleek ponytail and drag her kicking and screaming to her car. There, I drop her on the graveled driveway, warning, “This is your last chance to go, or I’ll keep you here for when Charlie gets back.” 
 
    She scrambles to her feet, dropping the phone. She fumbles to pick it up and yanks open the driver's door. Then she jumps into the driver's seat before struggling to put the key in the ignition. 
 
    I watch her to make sure she leaves, the uncontrolled way her hands are shaking. Even after three attempts she still hasn't got the key in the hole. I feel a little bad for her. She's obviously in love with Charlie and is just here fighting to get him back. I understand. He's a gorgeous man. Most women would kill for someone like him.  
 
    I lean into the car, snatch the key out of her bony hand, and fire up the engine.  
 
    “Don’t come back here, Celine,” I say in her face, holding her watery brown gaze, “because I really don’t want to hurt you.”  
 
    “I love him,” she whimpers, her lips wobbling, and a single tear drops down her cheek. “I just want him back. Don’t you understand that?” 
 
    There’s a moment between us. I pity her, and I sigh to show that I do. I know she loves him. 
 
    “Sometimes, we love what we shouldn’t,” I say, then I slam the door shut and walk back across the driveway, debating between the house and the Range Rover. I won't be able to endure food now, not after this, so I go back inside the house.  
 
    On autopilot, I make a cup of coffee, desperately trying to switch off mentally, but I soon realize coffee is a bad idea. I won't be able to sleep if I drink coffee now. So, I pour it down the sink and take the laptop from the kitchen table up to bed to study into the small hours as a distraction. I try to put what happened out of my mind by focusing on Russia and what's going on in the news, and because I can't—that woman keeps popping into my head, the things she said, how random her arrival was—I search for a book that I love to read. It's working, my idea of a distraction. I manage to get lost in the story of a queen consumed with guilt. My eyes race back and forth reading the novel on the glowing laptop screen.  
 
    “Does he strangle you to enhance an orgasm? Belt you so hard that you can't walk for days?” 
 
    I must've fallen asleep because the next thing I know, a hand pushes my hair back out of my face. On alert, I lean away from that hand, and when I look over the edge of my bed, culpable blue eyes smile at me. 
 
    “You're back?” I say to Charlie under my breath. Putting the laptop aside, I sit up on one elbow. 
 
    Charlie nods, crouched beside me with his elbows on his knees. He’s all gorgeous in jeans and a black round-neck t-shirt, with his black hair a little longer and unruly around his face. “Thought I'd come check you're still here.” 
 
    “Of course I'm still here.” I rake my hair back over my head, squinting through the sunrise. I've been out for hours, but it feels like I've had barely an hour’s sleep. “Why have you come back early? I thought you were leaving for the entire weekend?” 
 
    His eyebrows shoot up. “After what happened, you want to know why I've come back early?” 
 
    What happened...Does he strangle you to enhance an orgasm? I hate knowing this. It doesn't bother me that he obviously has sadist tendencies—it's not like I'm unfamiliar with men who are like this—I just hate the idea that I've met someone he's shared this with. It's the most fucked up, annoying emotion, bubbling under the surface. I don't get it.  
 
    “Don't worry about it, Charlie.” I force a sleepy smile at him, endeavoring not to let this come between us. “Did everything go okay?” I want to know if he saw Maksim, but I'm not quite sure how to ask.  
 
    “Like clockwork,” Charlie says softly, winking at me, and then there's an odd moment between us.  
 
    Silence, and he's hesitating to tell me something. I can sense it. 
 
    “What's wrong?” 
 
    “What she said”—he studies my eyes, pausing again—“I would never do anything like that to you. You know that, don't you?” 
 
    A weird tightness forms across my chest. 
 
    “You don't have to explain yourself to me,” I say, sounding mysteriously cold. “I'm not your girlfriend.” 
 
    He sighs, tipping his head to me. “I just want you to know, Blaire, that's all.” He sounds very sincere, like he really wants me to know this. “I knew she was in Europe, but I never anticipated she'd come to my fucking house and confront you. I wouldn’t have left you otherwise.” 
 
    The phone calls...I remember him on the phone a while back, wanting to know who helped her leave The Site. 
 
    Maybe her visit isn't so random. Just have to take better note of what's going on around you, Blaire, I tell myself. 
 
    “I thought you said you didn't have a girlfriend?” I say, wanting to know the facts. “I asked you and you said—” 
 
    “She's not my goddamn girlfriend.” He seems illogically insulted. “I've fucked her a few times and that's it. She's always known the score.” 
 
    “Perhaps you didn't make your relationship status with her clear enough.” I scoff, lying back in bed, confused about why I even give a shit. Maybe it's because I'm tired or wired from the night's events.  
 
    Charlie gains height on his feet and sits on the edge of my bed, looking down at me. “Is this gonna cause a rift between us?” 
 
    I turn my head to him, glowering. “No. Why would it?” 
 
    He doesn't answer my question. He wants to know what she said to me before he called her back. 
 
    “Why did you call her back if you want nothing to do with her?” 
 
    “She texted saying that she was with you. My guess is because she knew I'd avoid her call otherwise, like the other thousand she's left on my cell over the last month. Obviously, I'm gonna call back. I won't have my bullshit problems confront you.  
 
    “What'd she say to you, Blaire?” 
 
    Letting out a breath, I roll my eyes and then close them, feeling hidden in the darkness of my mind. “She seems to think we're together or something. She asked why you'd want me over her. I put her straight but of course she didn't believe me.” I open my eyes to look at him, to see his reaction as I ask, “How did she know I was here?”  
 
    “She must've overheard me talking about you tonight, and because you weren't with me, assumed you were here at my house.” 
 
    I huff. “Makes sense.” 
 
    Twisting at the waist, he leans over me and presses a hand against the mattress at my side. “I don't want that woman, Blaire.” 
 
    “What?” I scowl at him. “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “Because, I don't want this to cause a problem between us,” he says, giving me this hard, honest look. “I've no designs on that woman whatsoever, all right?” 
 
    My chest squeezes with relief. I don't know why I'm relieved, but I am.  
 
    I nod minutely.  
 
    “Good.” He winks at me, and then we stare at each other for a while in connecting silence. I'm almost certain he wants to say more, but he doesn't. He just smiles at me, his eyes glittering with some emotion.  
 
    Kiss me...I mentally implore, gripping the sheets in my hands while my stomach clenches in sweet anticipation. I don't know where the abrupt urge has come from, but I need him to kiss me.  
 
    He doesn't.  
 
    After a while of looking at me, he reaches up to touch my face for a split second, making my heart race. Then he gets up to leave my room, quietly clicking my door shut. 
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    Morning welcomes sunshine in its irony. It's pouring in through the window, making my eyes sting as I blink myself awake.  
 
    My throat is sore like it is most mornings, but I put the raw sensation down to needing a drink of water.  
 
    I get up out of bed and stretch out, moaning because it feels so good as my muscles unwind. Yesterday briefly flashes through my mind, reminding me of that irritating sentiment that I've put down to jealousy. Then I notice a few bags on the chair in the corner of my room. I wander over and rustle through them, finding shampoo and conditioner, cocoa butter moisturizer, and a group of hair ties. I also notice the car key and the laptop are gone. I'm not really bothered about the car key, but I'd like to keep the laptop. I enjoy studying and reading. It helps take my mind off things when I can't meditate.  
 
    I search around my room for the laptop, under the bed and under the pillows, but it's definitely gone. Charlie must have taken it when he came back into my room last night with those bags. That's the only plausible explanation.  
 
    Giving up on searching, I strip out of my nightclothes and take a shower with my new products, giving my hair a good scrub. I then relish in moisturizing my skin, lathering the cream between both hands before spreading it all over my body. My legs are a bit bristly because I haven't visited a salon in two months.   
 
    I pause, staring blankly at my freckly reflection in the steamed up bathroom mirror. 
 
    Two months...It's been two months since Charlie bought me. That means I have four weeks left until I go home. 
 
    My heart sinks as I think of this, so I distract myself by getting dressed and going downstairs to find Charlie, leaving my hair down so it can dry naturally.  
 
    There's a note in the kitchen by the stove. 
 
      
 
    Breakfast is in the oven. 
 
    X 
 
      
 
    Smiling to myself about that stupid X-kiss, I take out the plate using a towel and eat scrambled eggs on toast at the kitchen countertop. Charlie wanders in then, dressed in black joggers and trainers, nothing else, his powerful, tan body contracting in muscles. He's on the phone like he usually is, saying something in Spanish about returning to Mexico soon, and that he isn't coming home empty handed.  
 
    Our eyes align, and he gives me this sly smile. It's sharp and savage because his hair is pulled back.  
 
    My stomach fills with a weird fluttering feeling, and I'm almost sure I'm going to be sick.  
 
    I put down my fork and stop eating. 
 
    “Yeah, just over a month,” he says, still smiling slyly as he comes up to me.  
 
    He stops beside me, leaning against the fridge with his shoulder. I can smell that he's just showered, the fresh, musky scent of his skin clouding my ozone.   
 
    Khristos...it's too early for this.  
 
    “Morning, Blaire,” he says in a chirpy manner, hanging up his call. He gives me the once over, leisurely gazing down my body. “You're up late. It's past ten.” 
 
    “I've been sleeping in late,” I whisper, trying to control the rage in my stomach.  
 
    “You all right?” he asks, gently tapping my arm. “After yesterday, I mean.” 
 
    I feel that pang of jealousy again but will it away. “Of course I am.” 
 
    He hums like he doesn't believe me. His eyes taper as they glance between mine. “How was it being here on your own?” 
 
    I lift my shoulders. “Fine.”  
 
    “Yeah?” He raises his eyebrows.  
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Did you miss me, chica?” I think he's teasing me. He looks like he is, flicking up his eyebrows.  
 
    “Like a hole in the head,” I say playfully, trying not to grin at him. Though he's been gone for a few days, nothing between us has changed. I like that. It cuts through all the bullshit.  
 
    Crossing my arms, I rest back against the countertop and ask again, “How was London?”  
 
    “Same shit. Different day.” He shrugs, folding his arms over his chest. “You've used the cocoa butter I bought you then?” 
 
    I snap my eyebrows together. “How'd you know that?” 
 
    Dark desire flashes through his eyes, and he hunches at the neck to come closer. “Because I can smell it on you.” 
 
    I glance away from him, reaching for my fork to busy myself.  
 
    “You ready to hit the gym?” he says. “Once you've eaten.”  
 
    “Actually, Charlie,” I say between bites, “I was going to ask if I could go to a salon today.” I tilt my head back so I can see his face. “I can drive myself, but the car key is gone from my room.” 
 
    “You go to a salon?!” he says, his expression lighting up with pure amusement. “Why can I not picture that in my head?”  
 
    “Believe me, I don't enjoy going,” I say, having another mouthful of eggs.  
 
    I know the joke is on me, but this is a ritual Maksim has me indulge in—going to a salon once a month. He says that he always wants me clean and hair free. I initially hated the idea but I'm used to it now, and as I'll be going home soon, I need to freshen up.  
 
    “You know, I think I remember you saying you've been to a salon before when I first met you.” Charlie is smirking at me, amusement still gleaming in his eyes. “What do you have done?” 
 
    “At the salon?” 
 
    He nods, looking like he's trying his best not to laugh. 
 
    “The usual,” I say, giving him a funny look. I don't get why he finds this so entertaining. Don't most girls go to a salon? “Can I go?” 
 
    “Course you can. I'll take you.” He digs into his pocket and pulls out a set of car keys. “I just need to grab a t-shirt. When you've finished with your breakfast, meet me outside.”   
 
    He leaves the kitchen, glancing back at me when he's at the door, smirking. 
 
    I shake off his humorous mood and eat the rest of my eggs. Then I jog upstairs to grab my leather jacket, double checking to see I've got my gun. I don't like going anywhere without it.  
 
    Outside, Charlie is resting against his Range Rover, wearing a black round-neck t-shirt over his black joggers. How is it that even in sportswear he looks exquisite?  
 
    No wonder that woman is going nuts over him. 
 
    “Do you want to drive?” he asks, dangling the keys in the air. 
 
    I roll my hair around my hand so I can tie it back in a bun. “You can drive if you want. I don't know where we're going.” 
 
    Tilting his head, he gives me this look.  
 
    “What?” I tug open the passenger door.  
 
    “You're not cutting your hair, are you?” 
 
    I instinctively touch my bun. “I'll get a trim, but I won't have it all cut off.”  
 
    He nods, beginning for the driver's door. “Just keep it long.”  
 
    I pull a puzzled face at him, wondering why on earth he cares about whether my hair is long or not.  
 
    I slip into the car and pull on my seatbelt, breathing in that strong smell of lemon polish. It reminds me so much of when my car has been cleaned.  
 
    My car. 
 
    Home.  
 
    It all seems so far away now, like my old life could never have happened. 
 
    Charlie takes to the driver's seat, fires up the engine, and we drive into a local town, chatting about his stay in London. He says he didn't do anything but eat, work, and sleep. I don't buy that, not for a second. That woman said he was at a gangster's party.  
 
    “I thought you said you wanted to go out dancing or whatever?”  
 
    He side-glances me. “Yeah, with you.” 
 
    I blink at him all cross eyed. Why the fuck would he want to go dancing with me? The only knowledge I have of dancing is dancing someone around a boxing ring. 
 
    We're quiet when his phone pings with a text message, so I flick on the radio and take in the view of Tunbridge Wells—that's where Charlie's house is, just on the outskirts. It's very old English and lush with greenery, the streets lined with trees.  
 
    “Blaire,” Charlie says my name, rounding a corner, “why don't you wear underwear?”  
 
    “What?” I burst out laughing to the point where my stomach aches. “Where did that come from?”  
 
    We glance at each other, but then he looks ahead and pulls into a small parking lot. He stops in a double space and switches off the purring engine, facing me. 
 
    I try to avoid his question, but he raises his eyebrows at me.  
 
    “I do wear underwear,” I say between laughing. “Just not the ones you want me to wear.”  
 
    “What underwear do you wear then?” he asks coolly, like this topic of conversation is okay and not awkward.   
 
    “I don’t know...I wear sports bras and comfortable underwear. Not scraps of lace.” I roll my eyes, not getting these weird questions he's asking today. First he's interested in my hair, and now my underwear? “I need some money, Charlie, so I can buy an appointment because I haven't—” 
 
    Grabbing my hand, he puts a few hundred in my palm. “The salon is over there.” He nods forward. “I'll wait here for you, unless you want me to come in?” He's dying for me to say yes. I can see the hilarity glowing in his eyes.  
 
    “Eh, no,” I say with sarcasm. “I think I'm okay.” I slip out of the car and wander across the parking lot, into the salon. As soon as I push open the heavy glass front door, I notice it reeks of toxic peroxide. I've always hated this smell. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” a blonde greets me, giving me a curt look. 
 
    I drop all the cash on the white reception desk and tell her that I need a full body wax, a haircut, and my nails filed down. 
 
    “Oh, you must be Blaire?” she says, and that curt look is gone.  
 
    An iron shield comes up and I step back. “How do you know my name?” 
 
    She leans into her desk, her eyes streaming from left to right like she's reading something. “A Mr. Decena called about an hour ago and booked you an appointment.” She peers up at me from whatever she's reading.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” I say, relaxing in my pose. “I'm Blaire.” 
 
    “Of course. We have a room ready for you. Please follow me.” Clicking her fingers, she assembles a team of beauticians to accommodate me. I spend the next few hours trying not to scream my head off because my skin is on fire from being waxed.  
 
    The appointment costs me—no, Charlie, a tidy three-hundred and fifty pounds, but it's worth every penny. My hair is trimmed, my nails are filed down and no longer like cat claws, and I'm smooth to the touch. 
 
    When I get back in the car, dripping in smooth, dark red hair, Charlie is on the phone, talking about coming to a political agreement. He addresses his caller as, Congressman. An American Congressman?  
 
    He gestures over his shoulder with his thumb, so I look in the back seats. There are a few shopping bags. I grab one, pull it open, and my expression drops when I see a whole bunch of sports bras and normal underwear. 
 
    The most natural smile spreads across my face as I peer over at Charlie. He winks at me, puts the car in gear, and we head back to the house. He's on the phone the entire time, and I learn it's definitely an American Congressman he's conferring with. I'm not that surprised. He has told me that he deals directly with the American government.  
 
    “Blaire, in the glove compartment,” Charlie says, pulling into his driveway while he's still on the phone, “there's a small red book. Can you get it out?” 
 
    Leaning forward, I click open the glove compartment and rustle through a pile of papers, but I can't find a red book. Charlie leans over and tries to help me find it, saying something to his caller about payments.  
 
    “There—” he points out, so I grab the red leather book and give it to him. 
 
    As I sit back, my face brushes against his. I freeze, the sensation of my skin touching his surging right through me like a zap of electricity. He looks at me, still leaning over. We're eye to eye, and I can't breathe.  
 
    He isn't saying anything on the phone now. He's just staring at me, a million emotions flickering through his blue eyes.  
 
    I feel like I want to kiss him or something. I almost do, and I'm sure he's expecting me to because he moves closer to me.  
 
    In a fluster, I break eye contact and try to get out of the car but Charlie snatches my arm. “Stay put.” 
 
    “I was going—” I start to say, but he shakes his head at me.  
 
    Shutting my mouth, I sit back and wait patiently for Charlie to end his call, my toes curling in my trainers.   
 
    Why does he want me to wait? 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    Five minutes I remain in the car listening to Charlie cut his call short. He's still holding my arm hostage, and I'm sweating bullets.  
 
    He finally hangs up the phone and let's go of me, and my heart is roaring in my ears. 
 
    “Why do you do that, Blaire, hmm?” he says, shifting in his seat to face me.  
 
    I blink at him, silent. I just don't know what to tell him. 
 
    His eyes widen for an answer.  
 
    “Do what?” I say naively, and I'm surprised to hear my voice comes out normal.  
 
    “You know what. Don't be coy with me.” 
 
    I stare down and pick at my nails, wishing the moment away. Why does he have to make a meal out of everything?  
 
    Charlie runs his fingers into my hair and tugs my head back, forcing me to look up at him.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say in a sudden panic, thinking I’m in trouble. But then his lips are on mine. He pecks me with a brief, full kiss, making my head spin, and the panic I just felt evaporates. I melt into him and put my hands on his chest, moaning, wanting more, but he breaks away from me within seconds and smiles. It's a dark devil smile, sending another rush of hunger through me.  
 
    “Don’t ever be frightened of me, Blaire,” he says, still holding my head craned back so we’re eye to eye. “I’d never hurt you.” 
 
    We stare at each other like this, mere inches apart, his promise lingering in the air. I don’t think he’d ever hurt me, but he’s so unpredictable sometimes that it makes me uneasy. 
 
    “All right?” he says, his blue eyes flickering back and forth between mine.  
 
    I nod, licking my lips. His dazzling gaze follows my tongue, his pupils dilating.  
 
    “You like salmon, right?” he says, gently pushing my hair back over my shoulder to fix it in place. “Because I’ve got us some for dinner.” 
 
    “Sure,” I say breathlessly, wondering if I just imagined him kissing me.  
 
    He reaches into the back seats and grabs the bags. I try to take a few from him, but he won’t let me. “I’ve got them.” 
 
    “I can manage a few bags, Char—” 
 
    He gives me this domineering look, cutting me off, so I climb out of the car, feeling in a bit of a daze.  
 
    He did just kiss me, right? 
 
    I go in pursuit of the house, my feet crunching against the stony driveway.    
 
    “If you don't”—Charlie walks up beside me—“I can make something else.” 
 
    I peer up at him. “If I don't, what?”  
 
    He laughs with sly amusement. Yes, he did just kiss me, and he knows exactly what he's accomplished by doing that.  
 
    “If you don't like salmon, silly chica.” 
 
    “Ohhh. No, honestly, I like salmon.”  
 
    His eyes journey down my body, blazing with zeal, and my heart speeds up. It’s so intimate when he looks at me like that.  
 
    I pick up the pace to put some distance between us and enter the house, baffled to see the front doors are unlocked. Isn't he worried someone could break in? 
 
    Inside, the house smells like lemon and fish and... Is that boiled potatoes?  
 
    I head for the kitchen, struck to find the table is already laid, our plates set up side by side. On a huge silver platter, the fish is steaming in the middle of the table, surrounded by an assortment of dishes.  
 
    “Who cooked, Charlie?” I also notice a few fancy boxes of chocolate laid out beyond the food.  
 
    “I had someone cook for us because we were out.” Wandering in past me, he puts the shopping bags down on the countertops and pulls open the fridge, grabs out a beer, and twists off the lid. He has a deep mouthful, sighing like he's been waiting for that all day long.  
 
    “A housekeeper?” I ask, rounding the table to look over everything. I pick at some of the vegetables, to eat because I am hungry.  
 
    “Something like that.” Charlie crosses the kitchen space and puts his beer down on the table. “Here, let me get you outa your jacket.” He helps me out of my jacket before shrugging out of his own, laying them both over the back of a chair. 
 
    I settle at the table. Charlie sits to my right, having another mouthful of beer.  
 
    “I got these for you,” he says, and putting down his beer again, he leans over to grab the chocolate boxes. Dark Sugars is written on the sides and the lids are clear, so I can see what’s in them. One is full of colorful looking cookies—or I think they’re cookies. The other houses small blocks of chocolate, which I can’t wait to eat. I’ve had a fancy for chocolate ever since he introduced me to it.  
 
    I’m not sure what’s in the third box. It doesn’t look like chocolate.  
 
    “These are truffles,” Charlie says, apparently reading my confusion. He opens the lid and shows me the contents. “I bought you an assortment of flavors because I didn’t know what you’d like. These ones”—he focuses on the colorful cookies for a second—“are macaroons. And that”—he shows me the last box—“is the best cocoa chocolate money can buy.” 
 
    I don’t really know what to say. I can’t actually believe he’s bought all this for me. So I just smile at him, my heart going a little faster. He smiles back, puts the boxes over there on the table behind the food, and reaches for my plate. 
 
    “Was it all right at the salon?” he asks, filling my plate up with fish, vegetables, and new potatoes.  
 
    “It was fine,” I say softly. “I can do that, Charlie.” I try to take my plate from him but it's too late. It is loaded with a healthy portion of everything. He puts it down in front of me, squeezes a drizzle of lemon on my fish, then he dishes up his own dinner. 
 
    We’re eating much earlier than we usually do. It’s just past two thirty in the afternoon. Maybe it’s because he knows I’m going to pig out on sweets.  
 
    “Your hair looks pretty,” Charlie says, glancing at me.  
 
    I give him a funny look, noticing there's something crafty glittering in his eyes. I'm not sure, but I feel like he's up to no good. It's the way he's acting today.  
 
    Picking up my cutlery, I dig into the salmon. It's lovely. It melts in my mouth and tastes tangy with lemon. I eat in silence, paying acute attention to him, trying to figure out if he's up to something or if I'm going mad. 
 
    “You okay?” he asks in time, chewing on a piece of salmon. “You're really quiet.” 
 
    “I'm fine,” I say, swallowing down my food.  
 
    Though he doesn't for a second believe me, he doesn't press on. He starts telling me about the phone call he had earlier in the car. “There's a gang crisis going on in North Mexico and my Congressman friend wants me to deal with it.” He looks between me and his plate, speaking after every mouthful. “I need to send funds for more weapons, so my men can get rid of the problem before it gets out of hand.”  
 
    I don't say anything. I listen intently to him, opening my eyes in astonishment when he explains how he took over three cities, so this little issue isn't a problem.  
 
    He’s achieved more than Maksim. 
 
    “Have you ever been to Mexico, Blaire?” He has some more of his beer, and that crafty gleam in his eyes is still there. He's definitely up to no good.  
 
    “Yeah.” I finish off my food and push against the empty plate.  
 
    “Did you like it there?” 
 
    I shrug. “It's hot.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is hot.” He laughs fondly. Then he wants to know where in Mexico I've visited. If I'd ever live there. It's like that moment earlier in the car, the kiss, didn't happen.  
 
    “I'm not sure I'd be able to deal with the heat,” I say, looking directly at him, studying him and his odd behavior. He's finished his food too, and now he's leaning against the table on one elbow, bestowing me his full attention.  
 
    “People climatise,” he says softly.  
 
    I gesture at my hair. “I'm a pale redhead. Not sure I'm meant for the sun.” 
 
    He gazes over my hair, utterly fixated. It's streaming down my back in sleek locks. I haven't tied it up since visiting the salon.  
 
    “If you had to, would you give it a try?” 
 
    “What?” I wipe my mouth clean with a napkin and drop it on my empty plate.  
 
    “Try living in Mexico.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, sure, if I had to. I doubt Maksim would ever live in Mexico though.” I laugh awkwardly, not sure where he's going with this.  
 
    He reaches for my hair and strokes down a length, making my scalp tickle. I don't really know what to say again, so I remain quiet, clasping my hands together in my lap.  
 
    “I reckon you'd like it in Mexico,” he says, lifting my hair to his nose. “Where I live, it's a big estate boarded by a village with only the trusted.” He goes right into saying what sort of people live there and how many people live there, which sounds like thousands. “It's completely secluded from the world—you can't even see it on Google maps.”  
 
    “Does that woman live there too?” I ask, holding my breath for his answer.  
 
    “What woman?” he says, still playing with my hair. “Celine?” 
 
    I nod a couple of times. 
 
    “Not anymore she doesn't.” He stares right at me then, into my eyes with raw sincerity. “You don't have to be curious about her, Blaire. She's not like you. She’s nothing special. Mexico is flooded with mujer like her.”  
 
    I break eye contact with him, feeling my cheeks heating up. I've no idea why I even wanted to know if she lives near him. It's not my business. 
 
    “What sort of things do you enjoy?” he says, going in a different direction of conversation. “Other than sports, I mean. I really want to know.” 
 
    “Other than sports and food, you mean,” I say, making him laugh. It seems to lighten the mood between us.  
 
    “Yeah, other than sports and food,” he teases, winking at me.  
 
    I tell him about my silly desire to travel to strange places. That I like being around normal people. “I know it's weird, but things are always so dark and intense with Maksim”—I gulp out his name—“so I guess I just like being around the ordinary every now and again.” 
 
    “That's not weird. It makes sense.”  
 
    “You think?” I ask, genuinely interested in his opinion. 
 
    He nods, completely absorbed in me. “We all have our own ways of escaping life as it is.” 
 
    “Yes, we do.” I glance down, then back up at him. “I’m not allowed to visit strange places anymore though. You know, since Maksim said—” 
 
    “I know what he said.” Charlie pulls the car keys from his pocket and puts them down in front of me on the table. “You can do whatever you want with me. If you want to go out, go out. I won’t stop you.” 
 
    I really believe him, and in this moment, I don’t think I’ve ever felt closer to him. 
 
    “What’s it like where you live?” I say.  
 
    “There's no bloodshed, Blaire, or we try to make sure there isn't.” Charlie's eyes glisten with possibilities as he says that. “We all live peacefully and spend as much time together as possible, having barbeques, celebrating each other's birthdays, and that kinda thing.” He talks about this over a few hours, while we dig into the chocolate he bought me, and I don't know why, but I feel like he's trying to sell living in Mexico to me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    25 
 
      
 
    I bolt upright in bed with diamonds of sweat dripping down my face and chest.  
 
    The moon is glowing low in the curtaining black sky, set between a collection of dazzling silver stars. 
 
    Is it morning yet? 
 
    Panting steadily, I rub my face. I had a dream that Charlie broke my virginity without permission from Maksim, and I didn't stop him—didn't even try!  
 
    I grip my throat, recalling every moment, every phantom image of Charlie's muscular body rippling against mine. It didn't hurt when he thrust inside me, stretching me open. It didn't hurt when he fucked me with gentle rhythm, whispering sweet nothings in my ear, kneading my body with his large hands. I came so hard that I actually had an orgasm—that's what woke me up.  
 
    I feel between my legs, sliding my fingers over my soft folds. I'm warm and damp but there is no blood when I look at my fingers. It was definitely a dream I just had. 
 
    Why am I wishing it was real? If Charlie ruined me, Maksim wouldn't want me anymore—then again, Maksim would put a bullet in my head and it will all have been for nothing.  
 
    I scoff, disgusted with myself. Why the fuck am I thinking about this shit, betraying Maksim’s orders? What's happening to me? 
 
    Putting my face in my hands, I take a moment to adjust to the real world.  
 
    I have to stop this, what's going on with Charlie, but how? How can I stop myself from wanting something when I'm around it twenty-four seven? 
 
    I wish I came with an off switch. I've never mulled over so many things in all my life, and I've certainly never remembered my dreams.  
 
    Climbing out of bed, I get dressed and brush my teeth, then I head straight for the gym to relieve some of this tension-confusion inside me before Charlie gets up.  
 
    Like hell is that going to happen. Someone up there is fucking with me.  
 
    Charlie is already on the treadmill in the gym. I cannot resist watching him from the doorway. I hold the frame, tipping my head. His body is exquisite, bronze and broad, dusted in hair in all the right places. I can see everything I want to see because he's only wearing gray shorts and trainers, his back muscles bunching with every step he takes. His black hair is damp and curling around his neck and face, making him look like a savage, handsome brute.  
 
    The orgasm I just had is all too real.  
 
    “What are you doing, standing in the doorway, hmm?” he asks, grabbing a towel to dry his sweaty face. 
 
    “Watching you,” I say softly and without shame, then I wander over to him. “You're up early. It's not even four yet.”  
 
    He grins, his blue eyes dancing with amusement. “Got a lot of tension in me that needs releasing, hence no sleep and working my ass off in here.”  
 
    I smirk at him, crossing my arms. “A lot of tension, huh?”  
 
    “You bet.” He sounds like he wants to laugh but doesn't. He's as cool as ever.  
 
    While he finishes off his session on the treadmill, I lean back against the wall beside him so we can look at each other. 
 
    “Why are you up so early?” he says, giving me a curious stare. “You don't usually roll out of bed until at least six—unless I wake you up.”  
 
    My cheeks flush.  
 
    “Couldn't sleep,” I say awkwardly, uncrossing and crossing my arms. 
 
    “Hmm...” he hums like he knows, his eyes thinning at me. 
 
    I glance away from him, down at his phone on the floor beside the treadmill. It's flashing with a text message. Though I'm not one to pry, I can't help reading what the message says. 
 
      
 
    Just fuck the redhead with or without permission. She'll thank you for it later. 
 
      
 
    Crouching down, I pick up his phone and double check what it says. My eyes haven't deceived me. Someone named Rico sent him that. 
 
    “Blaire?” Pressing a button, Charlie rolls back off the treadmill. “What's wrong?” 
 
    I read the message once more, growing angry. 
 
    “You've been talking about me?” I look up at him, throwing wolfish glares.  
 
    “What?” He snaps his eyebrows together, drapes the towel over his shoulder, and tries to take his phone.  
 
    I don't give it to him. 
 
    “Just fuck the redhead with or without permission,” I say, showing him the message. “She'll thank you for it later.” 
 
    Charlie's face goes flat. “That's not what it looks like, Amada.” 
 
    “No?” I raise my eyebrows. “Well, it sort of looks like you've been telling your friend that I won't fuck you, and it sort of seems like you're bothered.” 
 
    “No.” He grinds his jaw. “If you read the rest of the messages, you'll see how the conversation started. Rumors are flying around that I've got a redhead living with me, and before people started assuming the worst of you—which they will when Celine can talk again—I told Rico that it's not like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” My voice comes out cold and hard. 
 
    “That you're not some puta I'm hooking up with to pass the time while I'm here.” 
 
    “I don't believe you,” I say, my anger bubbling on the surface. 
 
    He gestures at the phone. “Read the messages then.”  
 
    I can't. I'm nervous I'll see something I won't be able to erase from my memory.  
 
    “I don't need to read them.” I step up to Charlie. “Your friend's response is all I need. Why would he say that?” 
 
    “Give me my cell, Blaire.” He holds out a hand, and I have no idea where it comes from, but I fling his phone at the wall, shattering the glass screen. 
 
    “Fuck you.” I narrow a finger at him, looking right up into his eyes with pure wrath. “That's the last time I trust your word.” Turning my back on him, I storm toward the gym exit. 
 
    “Blaire!” he yells my name so loud I feel it shake the atmosphere. “Dios mío! Come back here, right now!” 
 
    I don't listen to him. I go up to my room and grab my jacket, then I jog back down the stairs, heading for the front door. Before I even grab the handle, Charlie is in front of me. “Where are you going?” he says, blocking my way to the door. 
 
    “Out,” I snap, avoiding his eyes. “Move, Charlie.” 
 
    “You haven't even had breakfast.” 
 
    “I'll get something while I'm out.”  
 
    “You don't have any money.” 
 
    I defiantly meet his blue stare. “Give me some money then.” 
 
    His temples tick. “You're not going out.” He walks into me, hunching at the neck to look at me. “We're not done here.” 
 
    “You said I can go out if I want to. You said you wouldn’t stop me.” 
 
    “Not like this, Blaire.”  
 
    I try to sidestep him, but he mirrors my movements. 
 
    “Charlie, get out of the way”—my tone is low but violent—“or I'll move you myself.” 
 
    Grabbing the collar of my jacket, he throws me back against a wall, causing me to gasp on impact.  
 
    “If you didn't just smash up my cell, you'd see that I wasn't mocking you,” he says harshly in my face, making me feel claustrophobic.  
 
    I slap him so hard that his head turns, using the full force of my body. Wallop! 
 
    “What the fuck...?” He lets me go, his entire body contracting with anger. His right cheek is red and I imagine it's throbbing. “Don't you dare slap me,” he warns, his nostrils flaring. “I've let you get away with too much but if you slap me again...” 
 
    I huff at him, not in the slightest bit worried about his warning. I'm not scared of him.  
 
    I slip past him but he catches my wrist, hauls me around and into his chest. Thrusting up my knee, I try to hit him in the nuts but he anticipates my move, blocking it with his thigh. 
 
    “Let me go!” I scream, pushing against his chest.   
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you?” he says, catching my free hand. He then wraps both his arms around my body and imprisons me, my face in his chest. “Whether I said something about you or not is irrelevant. You're mine! I've paid a fucking fortune for you!” 
 
    My heart twists and crumbles.  
 
    Betrayal. All I feel right now is betrayal for falling for him, trusting him, and caring about him. 
 
    I'm so livid that I could rip his head off. 
 
    Yanking out of his hold with sheer force, I slap him again, harder this time. WALLOP! 
 
    “Is that how you see me?” I say, clenching my fist even though my palm is pulsing with pain. “As something you bought yourself? Is that why you're slagging me off to your friend?”  
 
    “No,” he says, breathing heavily, striving to control his rage. “I didn't mean to say it like that.”  
 
    “Ohhh, of course you did,” I hiss through gritted teeth. “I bet you're regretting the deal you made with me too, aren't you? Because if you didn't give me your word”—I air quote this in a sarcastic manner—“you'd be able to sodomize me whenever you want, until your thirst is quenched.”  
 
    His eyes burst into flames, and then he's yelling at me, “I've not touched you since that night! Not unless you've wanted me to!” 
 
    “And what? Now you're angry because I won't let you fuck me?”  
 
    The veins in his neck throb. 
 
    “Why don't you go out and find someone else to fuck?!” I scream so hard that the veins under my eyes pop. “Stop talking me under your spell and find someone else, like that fucking woman Celine!” I go into a full blown screaming rage, and I end up slapping him again. I've no idea what the hell has gotten into me. What he just said hurts. You're mine! I've paid a fucking fortune for you! 
 
    He doesn't stop me from slapping him, which surprises me, given his warning. He's just looking at me, his left eye red from my blows. 
 
    I stop going wild eventually, panting like a feral cat boiling with fury.  
 
    “Are you done, huh?” he says, his voice deceptively soft.  
 
    My hands shake to punch him. 
 
    “Stop being a little bitch and listen to me, Blaire.” He leans into my face, his harsh breaths burning my cheeks. “I didn't say anything bad about you. Rico messaged asking, who's the redhead, and I told him you're a friend, that it's not like that. I don't want people thinking you're some puta.” Though he's trying to calm me down, I know he's fuming. I can see it in his eyes. “No one but you, me, and Maksim, knows I paid for you.” 
 
    I don't say anything. I'm too agitated to speak, wondering why I even care if he's speaking about me behind my back. I shouldn't care. I don't have the mentality to care about such bullshit, but I do.   
 
    Blood pulsing in my ears, we stare at each other in a power standoff, the atmosphere between us on fire. I can't even explain how this happens, but we pounce at each other and kiss so hard that all I can taste is blood. I'm not sure whose blood it is but it's thick and metallic. It's heady.  
 
    I push my fingers into Charlie’s sweat-damp hair and cling to him, standing on my tippy toes. I taste his tongue with hungry licks, how supple and wet it is...how salty his skin is... Charlie's holding my small face in both his hands, devouring me, moaning so hard that his voice vibrates in my body. 
 
    I'm so mad with emotions that all I want to do is take off my clothes, and his, and make my dream come true—I want to fuck him until my brains fall out—but I know I can't. I hate that I can't. 
 
    “I would never, ever badmouth you,” he says between kisses. “You have to believe me, or all this means nothing.”  
 
    “I do believe you.” I bind my arms around his neck to pull him closer. “I'm sorry.”  
 
    We stop kissing, but only so Charlie can turn me around and hold me, my back to his front. He's caging my arms to my chest in one of his, and I'm panting so hard trying to catch a breath.  
 
    “I've wanted you since the moment I laid eyes on you,” he whispers in my ear from behind. “But I won't ever take you again without your full permission.” He's kissing my neck now, making me tingle all over. “I respect you too much for that.”  
 
    My eyes are unfocused and my head is swimming, every nerve ending in my body buzzing.  
 
    “I want you,” I say in a foreign voice, and I'm not lying. “I'm sorry for going crazy. I'm sorry I've wasted so much time denying—” 
 
    “Hush,” he whispers, stroking over my fingers on my chest with his thumb. “S'all right.” 
 
    He slips into the front of my trousers with his free hand, still embracing me in his other arm. My ass tightens with nerves as he fingers his way into my underwear, the elastic of my trousers pressing his dusty arm into my pelvis. It enhances my arousal for him. It makes me throb with zest.  
 
    I can't believe I'm letting this happen, and after how hard I fought.  
 
    I don't feel like myself anymore. 
 
    Charlie scissors my throbbing clit and holds me with callous fingers. His huge hand completely covers my sex. I whine out loud, the feeling of skin against skin sending me into a lust fallen meltdown.  
 
    “He doesn't make you feel like this, does he?” Charlie massages me, teasing my swollen clit. Around and around he makes my body tingle. “He doesn't make you feel good.” 
 
    He's right. Maksim doesn't make me feel this good.  
 
    “No,” I breathe out.  
 
    One more kiss to the neck and I cave at the knees, my head rushing with endorphins. Charlie holds me up with his arm still wrapped around my chest.  
 
    “I've got you,” he says softly, raining kisses down the beating vein in my neck.  
 
    I let my head fall back against his hard chest, my eyes rolling.  
 
    He changes motion, rubs me gently in a different rhythm. “I'll always make you feel good, Blaire. I promise.”  
 
    “Charlie,” I sob his name, my toes fisting in my trainers as his motions become harder and faster, more demanding. 
 
    He slows down when my leg starts to shake. I can't believe how quickly he can make me cum. Is this normal?  
 
    Sneaking through my damp folds, he dips the tip of his fingers in my virgin entrance. I try to close my legs to stop him but he whispers, “I'm not gonna break your virginity. Trust me.” 
 
    I do trust him. I've trusted him for weeks now. 
 
    I open my legs for him, standing on tippy toes again. He relentlessly flicks my clit with his thumb, making me jerk forward in his arm, while he torments me from the inside.  
 
    “I do trust you,” I say in a voice so lost to me, closing my eyes.  
 
    Carefully pulling his finger out of me, he smothers my clit in my own succulent arousal. It's hedonistic and wet. 
 
    “Fuck...” I whimper, digging my nails into his arm over my chest, arching forward.  
 
    The more he kneads me, the quicker the build climbs. It's an all new high. My left leg is shaking uncontrollably. I have no idea why my leg does this when I cum, or when I'm about to cum, but it does, and I cannot stop it. It's a tremor in my body.  
 
    “Relax,” he says softly, rubbing his smooth cheek against mine so he can speak in my ear. “Just relax, baby.”  
 
    “I can't,” I whimper, tightening my face. “I just...” Turning my head to the side, I kiss him with hope that I can focus on something other than what I'm enduring, but I can't.  
 
    The kiss turns me inside out.  
 
    “Ohhh!” I whine, trembling all over. I'm pulsing so hard, cumming so hard, that it's like every sensation in my body is being sucked into one place, then radiating outward.  
 
    He's never made me orgasm like this before. He's never made me feel so mad and wanted and hot all at once.  
 
    He wrings me dry, and when he finally stops rub-fucking me, I'm absolutely wasted. My heart is hammering in my chest. I let my head fall forward, trying to catch a breath.  
 
    “Charlie,” I pant, holding his arm with my nails. “Charlie, I...we...” 
 
    “Shhh.” He takes his hand out of my trousers, and I hear him sucking his fingers. “Kick off your sneakers so I can take your trousers off.” 
 
    I do. My legs are wobbly like jelly, but I toe the backs of my trainers and kick them off one by one. I manage to say his name again, and what I'm feeling like inside. “This is so wrong. This shouldn't be—” 
 
    “Hush, baby.” He hides his face in the back of my hair, holding me tighter in his arm in an effort to cuddle me or something. “Everything that's wrong in the world always feels right.”  
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    Life with Charlie turns into a bit of a lusty blur after my outburst. He's twisting my mind—it's like a battle field—and I'm letting him. I don't even think about Maksim anymore. I just want Charlie, whether it's for a fight or for an orgasm or for company. Most of all his company.  
 
    He makes me cum more times than I can count—in the boxing ring, on the kitchen table, on the staircase when he catches me coming down one morning—and I never stop him. I couldn't even if I wanted to. I'm lost to myself. Lost in him.  
 
    He kisses me down there like a starving man, sucking my folds and kissing my bud with gentle pecks, turning me on so badly that my leg vibrates, until I fall apart, begging and sobbing with wild desire.  
 
    I suck his cock at least three times a day because I want to. I crave the taste of him. Revel in having him under my power for a time. I need to please him as he does me, to show him how much I desire him because I can’t say the words.  
 
    He never gets aggressive with me or loses control like he did before. He never forces himself down my throat, or make me gag as he did when I first took him in my mouth. Sometimes, he doesn't even let me finish him off. He's in too much of a hurry to satisfy me, and always with his mouth.  
 
    I'm falling deeper and deeper down his rabbit hole with every day that passes. I emotionally spiral out of control when he first cuddles me. We're sitting at the dining table, having just eaten an early breakfast. He’s staring at me for a while—I can sense it—until he tries to pull me onto his lap. I'm so caught off guard because I’m absorbed in doing a crossword that I actually ask, “What are you doing?” And I stop him with an uplifted hand.  
 
    Grinning, and ignoring my warning stare, he pinches the pen out of my hand and flings it on the table. He then grabs my hips and effortlessly lifts me up over his lap so we're face to face, my legs dangling on either side of his waist. His hard cock is pressed against my sex, stirring my arousal, and I can't help letting out a heavy moan.  
 
    His pupils magnify when I moan like that, and the blueness turns black with ardor.  
 
    We look right at each other, as I put my hands on his tough chest to control the rage within me. He reaches over my shoulder to let down my hair, and breathes in the smell as it falls around my body like a dark red cape.  
 
    “I want you to always wear your hair down,” he says. Tipping his head, he gazes at me with stark concentration. “Unless we're in the ring sparring.”  
 
    Swallowing past the tightness in my throat, I nod. He leans down to kiss my mouth then with a raspy groan, taking me in a dark, ardent kiss. I watch him, hypnotized by the blue-blackness in his eyes.  
 
    The sun rises behind us, causing the kitchen to glow with bright orange rays. It makes this moment that much more beautiful. Now, every moment with him is beautiful to me.  
 
    Charlie cups my face, covering my cheeks in his large, callous hands. He massages his tongue across mine, slowly, hungrily, and sucks the tip, making my stomach whirl in sensations. He then runs his fingers into my hair to wrap his arms around me and hold me to him, body to body.  
 
    I break away from our kiss because I have a sudden need to huddle in his chest and rest my head under his chin, so I do. I shut my eyes and exhale a sigh of contentment. I'm not sure why, but in this moment, I feel whole. Safe and whole. I don't ever want to leave him. Whenever I think about going home, it brings me to the verge of tears.  
 
    He strokes up and down my back for a while in silence, and I'm sinking into him like I used to sink into Maksim, listening to his heart beating at a steady pace, breathing in his scent.  
 
    I've never felt cherished before, if I can even use that word, but I do when Charlie holds me like this. It tells me that this isn't just sexual. He wouldn't waste time cuddling me if it was.  
 
    “Blaire,” he whispers after a while, “have you given living in Mexico a second thought?” 
 
    He's asked me this a few times now, though in a less obvious manner.  
 
    Lifting my eyes to his, I say, “Do you know something I don't?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” He stares at me as if I'm the only person in the world, his eyes glued to mine.  
 
    “Well”—I tuck a length of hair behind my ear—“you keep asking me about Mexico. Is Maksim moving there or something?” The thought has crossed my mind more than once but I've never said anything up until now. “Did he tell you when you visited him?” 
 
    Charlie doesn't answer my question. He doesn't even attempt to. He just gives me this look that's filled with zealous obsession.  
 
    I know he wants something from me—I can feel the sexual energy coming off him in waves—so I attempt to give it to him, and with pleasure. Crawling back off his lap, I get down on my knees so I can satisfy him, crouching between his legs. I reach for the waist of his joggers but he stops me.  
 
    “No, baby,” he husks out, brushing my hair back out of my face. “I don't want that.”    
 
    I gaze up at him from between his legs, pleading with my eyes for him to elaborate because I don't have the courage to ask, what do you want then?  
 
    Gripping my forearm, Charlie guides me to my feet and tells me to take off my sneakers. I do, and I also peel off my socks. He tugs down my sports trousers and underwear with one hand, his eyes with mine the entire time.  
 
    “You're so pretty,” he whispers. Pulling me forward while still holding my arm, he makes me straddle his lap. He feels so masculine under me, like a fortress of man, and I feel so vulnerable.  
 
    “I could stare at you all, day, long.” Inclining forward, he kisses my lips once. “I can't imagine a day without seeing you anymore.”  
 
    My stomach knots. I'm still not used to this, his sexual attention or the way he freely confesses what he's thinking. 
 
    Shifting me on his lap, he pulls down the waist of his joggers, freeing his hard cock. 
 
    “Charlie?” I say, worried. He's never done this before.  
 
    “Don't be scared.” He grips the small of my back and pulls me closer, putting us chest to chest, squashing my breasts.  
 
    I stare right at him, at the lust burning in his eyes, my lungs rising and falling with harsh intakes of breath.  
 
    “I'm not gonna fuck you,” he whispers, then he arches his hips and touches my sex with his cock, causing heat to sprint through my body.  
 
    I put my hands on his shoulders, desperately trying to keep it together. I've felt nothing like this before—sex against sex. It's so intimate.  
 
    “Rub your pussy against my cock until you cum,” he says, his eyes hooded and dazzling with lust.  
 
    I look away from him, my cheeks flushing red. I've heard men say things like that many times before, but never to me. It's so personal. 
 
    He knows I'm embarrassed, and I'm glad that he doesn't pressure me with words. He grips my hips in both hands and tells me to kiss him, so I do. I close my eyes and kiss him hungrily, though I find his tongue and mouth are more demanding than mine. He devours me with powerful, leisurely licks, breaking away the barrier that is my anxiety. The maple syrup we just had on our breakfast tastes sweet and delicious on Charlie.  
 
    “Do you trust me?” he whispers in my mouth.  
 
    I open my heavy eyes, squeezing his hard shoulders with my nails.  
 
    “Do you?” he says again, staring right through my soul. “I want to know that you do, Blaire.” 
 
    I nod, consumed by that fixated expression on his face. He forces me to grind against him, sliding me up and down his vein swollen cock. My stomach turns with sensations. 
 
    “That's it,” he groans, closing his eyes. He curls my hips back and forth with his, harder and faster. My flesh wet, I move up and down him with slick ease, sobbing when my inflamed clit touches him.  
 
    I'm too shaky to just hold his shoulders, so I tie my arms around his neck and cling to him, deepening the kiss as I tilt my head. My heart rate hits a dangerous speed. He blinks at me, and we watch each other like this with desperate yearning, Charlie's eyes flickering between mine. 
 
    “So beautiful,” he whispers, taking my mouth again. He places one hand on the curve of my back and forces me to arch into him, ensuring my clit is constantly massaged by his cock.  
 
    I whimper his name, a familiar pressure brewing low in my stomach.  
 
    “Fuck, I want you,” he moans, the sound so loud it vibrates through us.  
 
    My leg goes into a wild spasm as his words slay me open. I want him, too. 
 
    I can't kiss him anymore, it's too intense, so I press my forehead against his, putting us eye to eye, rub-fucking him with all I have.  
 
    “Charlie,” I sob his name. I'm almost there but I just can't. 
 
    “Don't think, baby.” He blinks in a haze, grabbing my outer thigh to calm my shaking. “Just don't think. Close your eyes.” 
 
    I close my eyes, and I let my thoughts escape me like a river running free. It hits me then, like lightning. The head of Charlie's cock slides through my folds, over my bud, and I cry out so hard that my throat hurts, ecstasy bursting out of me.  
 
    Charlie finds his peak with me, groaning as if he's in pain, heat searing off his body. Warm, thick liquid inundates my sex, his cock still stimulating my clit. I cum again—or I think I cum again. I'm not sure I ever stopped. It's a never ending spiral of sensations starting at my center and emitting supernova.  
 
    He binds his arms around me, crushing me to his muscular body, and when I can't take anymore, I fall wilted, gasping for my life, my limbs lifeless and aching beyond words.  
 
    The smells that consume me are hot, sweaty, and sensual. My head is spinning. 
 
    Charlie relaxes with me. He holds me in his arms, putting my head in the crook of his damp neck so he can kiss my forehead.  
 
    I come down slowly and in stages, and then what just happened really starts to sink in. This is the part that embarrasses me most, the aftermath of intimacy. I get so lost in the moment that I forget what I've said and how I've looked at him. 
 
    Charlie isn't embarrassed one bit. He never is. Careful not to crush me again, he stands and puts me down on his chair, tucking his cock back in his joggers. I pull my knees up to my chest, trying to hide my innocent value. I block out what happens next because it's too personal, how he cleans me up with soft tissue paper and puts me back together by dressing me.  
 
    Our initial plan today was to spar in the gym after breakfast, but I'm not in the right zone to play fight with Charlie. I'm stuck in a strange, sensual place. I have been since I let go of myself.  
 
    Charlie crouches down in front of me, elbows on his knees, and he just looks at me in utter silence. I can't hold his gaze. He looks like he's ready for round two. I reach for a glass of orange juice on the table to wet my dry throat. Then I ask, “Do you mind if I go up to my room for a while?”  
 
    A soft smile, then he rises and pecks me on the mouth, making my body crave him all over again. “No, baby,” he says softly, straightening. “Course I don't mind.” 
 
    It's like this all the time now. When we spar in the gym, I can't even begin to explain how erotic it is. Imagine fancying someone on this level who you're almost sure fancies you back, and time is of the essence, so you're both trying to make every moment count. 
 
    Charlie and I never talk about how long we have left together. We just do. We spend every second of every day together. Eventually, he even ends up sleeping in my bed with me.  
 
    The first night is when I fall asleep at the dining table. He's cleaning up the dishes after dinner, and I rest my head on the table in my crossed arms, having had so many orgasms that my body is exhausted with them. I stir in Charlie's arms as he's carrying me up the stairs, into my bedroom. In the darkness, he pulls back the blankets to lay me down, and when I'm safely sinking into the mattress, half dazed with sleep, he tugs off my trousers, undressing me for bed.  
 
    Smiling at me as though I'm his most prized possession, he stands back, his head slightly tipped to one side. I'll never get enough of when he looks at me like that. I always want him to look at me like that. It makes me feel important to him.  
 
    He turns away from me, and I reach out to catch his hand, wanting to thank him for everything he's done for me but I can't find the words. My throat is thick with words. My eyes glittering with thank you for respecting me, caring for me, and most of all, for showing me a moment of happiness. 
 
    I know I'll never feel happiness like this again. No matter how much money I have in that offshore bank account, it cannot buy me happiness. And as long as Maksim is looming over me, my life will always exist in the shadows.  
 
    Charlie seems to think I'm saying something else in my gaze because he strips down to his black boxer briefs and slips into bed beside me, gathering me in his arms against his chest.  
 
    “Do you mind if I stay with you?” he says, and I sense he's staring down at me. 
 
    I snuggle into his warmth, breathing in the clean scent of his skin, and while I don't answer him, my actions tell him all he needs to know. I want—no, need to be right here.  
 
    He kisses my forehead as he embraces me like he's never going to let go.  
 
    Over the days, I convince myself that even when this is over, it's okay, because I'll always have my memories.  
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    Today, things change, and not for the good. 
 
    Everything starts out very normal. I wake up tangled under Charlie's muscular body, to sensations of kisses being pressed all over my face, mixed with soft strands of hair tickling my cheeks.  
 
    “Well, good morning,” I say, smiling sleepily as I stretch out beneath him. 
 
    “Morning, baby.” His voice comes out low and raspy—distracted. He's moaning with zeal, and so am I when he sucks the throbbing vein in my neck, and cups my sex over my night shorts. Arching into him, I purr like a cat getting petted, thrusting my fingers into his hair and gripping him tightly.  
 
    Those kisses journey down my body, over my chest where only a thin night top separates us. At the waist of my night shorts, Charlie licks across my hipbones, starting with my right, and then my left, making my stomach quiver like crazy. In time, he takes off my night shorts. He gently slides them down my legs, tugs them off my ankles, and tosses them on the floor. He spreads my legs wide open by gripping my inner thighs with large hands and touches my clit with his tongue. He makes mouth-love to my pussy, driving me nuts before I've even opened my eyes properly.  
 
    Restless from cumming, and hungry for more, I try to return the favor but he won't let me. He orders me to get dressed while climbing out of bed and shrugging on his joggers. “I've got a busy day planned, but I want to spend the morning with you first.”  
 
    “Oh.” I stare at him with bashful embarrassment. I never understand it when he says no to a blowjob. So I ask him. 
 
    “Delayed gratification.” he’s smirking from ear to ear as he says that. “It’s new to me too. Get dressed, baby.” 
 
    “Um, oh’kay.” Doing as I'm told, and wary of what he's up to, I pull on my usual apparel. He wanders into my en-suite and I follow. We brush our teeth one after the other, both using my toothbrush. Then we go down to have breakfast in the kitchen.  
 
    I'm flushed from the overwhelming orgasm that's still lingering on my skin, and he's bright eyed, teasing me about kicking my ass in the gym. He doesn't though. He's as soft as ever with me, catching me from behind every time I try to strike, and like the lust sick cat I am, I let him.  
 
    “If you notice a few Mexican guys wandering about the place today,” he says, panting in my ear from over my shoulder, “don't be alarmed. They're my men.” 
 
    My spine pricking with nerves, I turn out of his arms to look at him. “Your men?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He picks up a towel from the ropes and pats his damp face. “I need to pop out, so they're gonna be here to keep an eye on the place. Celine is still MIA, and I don’t want her coming back here confronting you again.” 
 
    “I can handle the likes of her,” I say, momentarily offended. But then I'm gutted because he hasn’t asked me to go with him.  
 
    “I know you can handle her, but I won’t have you dealing with my shit, Blaire.” 
 
    “Do you need my help with anything?” I say, unaware that I'm pulling an evil face until Charlie tells me. 
 
    “There's nothing to worry about.” Reaching out, he pinches my chin and then playfully slaps my cheek, setting off my desire to play fight with him.  
 
    He does this a lot when I come across worried. I've noticed over the months.  
 
    When we're done play fighting in the ring, I go back up to my room for a shower before relaxing in bed with a book. I don't go down for lunch because I know he's not here.  
 
    As I said, bar Charlie's odd behavior, the day starts out very normal. No. Perfect. I couldn't ask for anything more.  
 
    At half past four, it's time for dinner, and I'm itching to ask what's going on—I know something is—but I don't get a chance to go downstairs because Charlie strolls into my room with a fancy shopping bag in hand. He puts it on the foot of my bed and remains quiet in my presence, watching me.  
 
    “What's that?” I frown up at him, studying his clothes. He's dressed in well fitted jeans and a tailored royal blue shirt tucked in at the waist, the sleeves rolled up, revealing a big silver watch on his left wrist. His hair is pulled back, and I can smell he's wearing some spicy-musky cologne. 
 
    Charlie never wears cologne.  
 
    “A present,” he says, waving a hand at the bag. So that's where he's been, shopping. He smirks at me, his blue eyes flashing with amusement. 
 
    Leaning over, I put down my book on the bedside cabinet and sit up with crossed legs, my eyes thinning with wonder. “What's going on?” 
 
    “We're going out for dinner.” 
 
    My stomach knots as he says that. 
 
    “I've bought you some nice clothes and shoes, so if you get dressed, we can leave.” 
 
    “Leave to go where?” I can feel the color draining from my cheeks as I think about the last time he said he wanted to take me to dinner, when he was visiting Maksim. I'm staring at the bag now, dreading what's inside. If that's a dress, I'll kill him. No. I'll make him fucking wear it. “You're not going to make me dance, are you?” 
 
    Charlie throws his head back and bursts out laughing, though in a fond manner. “Not if you don't want to.” 
 
    Well, that's a relief, I think.  
 
    When he's done laughing, he rustles through the bag and pulls out a green strappy top, light blue jeans, and a pair of heels!  
 
    Worse than a dress.  
 
    “I am not wearing them,” I say before I realize, unsure of what face I'm pulling. Shock, probably. 
 
    “You're not wearing what?” he says, demurely pretending he cannot see my expression. Putting everything down on the bed, he comes around to me, his stride slow and confident.  “The shoes?”  
 
    I focus on the shoes, one toppled over on the jeans. Nude and strappy. They're not very high but I've never in my life worn heels—and I'm not about to. 
 
    “What's wrong with my clothes?” I look up at him standing beside me, at his face glowing in shrewd hilarity.  
 
    “Well,” he crosses his arms, still smirking, and licks across his lips like he fancies something, “I'm a very big fan of your tight sports trousers, Señorita, but where we're going, they're not the right attire.” 
 
    “So, where are we going then?” 
 
    “It's a surprise.” 
 
    My heart is hammering in my chest, and my mouth is so dry that I'm surprised my voice comes out even when I say, “I'll wear the clothes, but I'm not wearing those shoes.” I don't really want to wear the clothes either, but I'm used to the whole give and take thing that's between us now. 
 
    “All right then, chica,” he says, shocking the hell out of me. “Get dressed and I'll meet you downstairs.” He saunters off, leaving me dumfounded.  
 
    I expected him to put up more of a fight about the shoes. He obviously wants me to wear them, otherwise why would he have bought them? 
 
    I climb out of bed and pick up the clothes, twisting my face. They're so girly. Where on earth is he taking me that requires me to wear shit like this? 
 
    Perhaps I should have asked him. I always leave it too late to ask him things.  
 
    I strip down to my underwear and dress in the jeans, which are so tight they might as well be painted on. I shake off how much I dislike them, pulling the strappy top over my head. It's made of silk, the green material shimmering under the lights in the room, the straps crisscrossing my back. 
 
    I feel odd, like I could be a different person. Maybe that's what he wants. 
 
    I have to shun the thought because it's like being punched in the stomach.  
 
    I slip on my trainers, tie the laces, and go downstairs to meet Charlie, fighting to keep my anxiety level. He said we're going out for dinner, so it shouldn't be so bad, but I've never been out for dinner like this before. I usually man-watch Maksim while he dines.   
 
    Coming down the staircase, I find Charlie is wandering back and forth across the entrance hall like a caged tiger. When he gazes up at me, a huge smile spreads across his handsome face. He nods a few times. “Yeah, you look bonita in green.” 
 
    I scowl with bafflement and walk past him for the front doors—he's in one of those funny moods again.  
 
    “Not just yet,” he says, taking my hand in a feather light grip as I reach for the handle. He turns me away from the door.  
 
    “Huh? But, I thought you said we were going—” 
 
    Entwining our fingers together, setting my blood on fire, he leads me into a room I've not seen before, left from the staircase. It's really warm, humidity hitting me like an Indian heat wave as soon as we cross the threshold. It’s a long, wide room with dark rosewood paneled walls and high ceilings, aglow with fancy brass lamps on side tables. The parquet flooring is covered in huge expensive rugs, with chocolate brown leather couches in the heart of the space.  
 
    “Sit here,” Charlie says, helping me lower onto the biggest couch that faces the window. The sky is crystal clear, the sun burning low in the horizon.  
 
    When I look up at Charlie, I'm not sure which is more beautiful: the strange expression on his face, or the sun.  
 
    He smirks at me, his eyes flickering between mine, then pivots and disappears into the entrance hall. I pull my eyebrows together, wondering where he's going.  
 
    It smells strongly of lemon polish in here, which is strange, given I've not seen a cleaner here at the house. I can't imagine Charlie polishing this big old room. Yes, he has a knack for cooking and the odd bit of cleaning, but this room is much too big for one person to clean.  
 
    Charlie comes back a few minutes later and passes me a small black box with gold detailing, BVLGARI written in gold across the lid. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask, taking it from him. 
 
    He's still smirking. He gestures at the box. “Open it and you'll see.” 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, tied up with anxiety. Then I click open the lid. I find a silver bracelet inside with BVLGARI written across the side. There's a row of sparkly crystals in the center. 
 
    “If you want my opinion on jewelry, you're out of luck.” I laugh awkwardly, peering up at him. “I know nothing about jewelry, Charlie.” 
 
    “I don't want your opinion.” He's trying not to laugh, biting his lips closed.  
 
    I screw up my face. “Then, what?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “About this?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    I shrug, glancing between him and the bracelet. “I guess it's...nice looking?”  
 
    Where is he going with this?  
 
    Something switches on in my mind—the clothes he just gave me—and I point at myself. “Is this for me?”  
 
    “Yeah, Señorita. It's for you.” He's still trying not to laugh. Inclining toward me, he takes the bracelet out and puts it on my left wrist, clicking it shut.  
 
    The metal is cold against my skin. It's a hard band, not something delicate. 
 
    “Do you like it?” Charlie squats in front of me with elbows on his knees, eyes dazzling like blue diamonds. 
 
    I blink at him, feeling like he's putting me on the spot. “Yes...eh...sure.” 
 
    Now he laughs, fond of something, his eyes crinkling in the corners. He takes the box from me and puts it down on the coffee table, grabs my hand and holds it in his, covering mine completely.  
 
    “Why would you buy me a bracelet?” I just don't get this. First he says he's taking me out to dinner, and now he's giving me a bracelet?  
 
    “Why not?” He looks me dead in the eyes, his gaze steady and observing. 
 
    His question lingers while we stare at each other, and the moment is so intense that I think I stop breathing—especially when he reaches out and pulls my hair forward, so it hangs over one shoulder, down my front.   
 
    I can't help feeling a little...I don't know. Why would he buy me a damn bracelet? And why's he looking at me like that? 
 
    “I'd like to give you a lot more than just a bracelet, Blaire,” he says. “Anything you want, I want to give it to you.” 
 
    My chest does that weird squeezy thing. I find myself gripping the bracelet on my wrist with my free hand.  
 
    “You don't have to buy me things, Charlie,” I say softly, “I've got my own money.”  
 
    His eyes...Fuck. He looks raw with passion and promise, making my chest squeeze even tighter.  
 
    “I'm not just talking about things,” he whispers, his words coming out slow and hypnotic. “I'm talking about you and me.” 
 
    Now, not only is my chest squeezing, but my heart is in knots. 
 
    There's something about Charlie tonight, something about his mood. I can't tell if it's sexually fueled or what.  
 
    “Can I use the toilet before we go?” I ask, to stop whatever is going on with him. Hopefully, by the time I come back, he'll be his normal self. 
 
    Letting go of my hand, he stands. “You don't have to ask for permission, baby. You know that.”  
 
    I sink into my shoulders, push to my feet, and begin to leave the room. Really, why would he buy me a bracelet? It has no real use to me. It can't protect me or feed me. 
 
    “Blaire—” 
 
    Stopping on the threshold, I peer back at Charlie, anxious beyond words. I just want the moment to be over with already.  
 
    “What's that on your back?” he says, glowering at me. 
 
    “Huh?” I push my hair aside, trying to see what he sees. “What?” 
 
    He's behind me now, pulling the strap down my shoulder. “Those marks.” 
 
    I scowl at him, baffled. Then I feel him run a finger over one of my scars.  
 
    “They're whip marks.” I don't sound too bothered telling him this because I'm not. Maksim gave them to me.  
 
    Charlie stands back and practically gapes at me. He doesn't say anything for a moment. He looks a bit...I don't know, angry? Confused or angry?  
 
    “Charlie?”  
 
    “Did he...” his voice is so low that I can barely hear him. “Did Maksim do that to you?”  
 
    “Do what?” I cannot fathom what he's talking about for a moment. “The marks on my back?”  
 
    He nods, swallowing, the large apple in his throat bopping up and down. I'm having a hard time trying to process the look on his face.  
 
    “Well, yes. Why?” I pull up the strap and fix it on my shoulder.  
 
    Charlie is still quiet, looking at me like I'm a stranger. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask. Then I realize he must not have seen my scars before. When he first took me on that horrible night, the first night, I was lying down on my back, and when he pulled me onto his lap, my hair must've curtained them. Any other time we've been intimate, we've not had a chance to fully undress because our moments are just that, moments, wild and unthought-of.  
 
    “Don't look at me like that, Charlie,” I playfully nudge him in the arm. “They're just marks.” For a second, just a brief second, I think he might find them hideous. The women he's had are probably perfect in every way. Celine certainly looked it. “Do you want me to put on a sweater or something? Do they make you feel ill?” 
 
    “No! No!” He reaches out to me. But then retreats. “Course I don't want you to cover up. And they don't make me feel ill, Blaire. I just...” He doesn't finish. He cups his forehead and scratches restlessly. “I can't believe he's whipped you that hard.” 
 
    I gulp, wrapping my arms around my middle. I remember Charlie saying that he's all for a bit of sadism, and Celine confirmed his dark desires. Does he feel like he's missed out now he knows I can take a beating? 
 
    I don't know why I just thought that. It's ridiculous. Charlie would never hit me—or, I don't think he would. 
 
    “I'm just going to the toilet,” I say, and I'm out of the living room before he can utter another word.  
 
    I don't use the downstairs toilet. I dash up to my room and shut the door, giving him a chance to come down from whatever mood he's in. 
 
    I'm dreading the next moment I see him, too, which is now.  
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    “Open the door, Blaire.” Charlie knocks on my bedroom door with three heavy taps that echo through my room. “I want to talk to you.”  
 
    My throat restricts, and I don't know why, but I'm scared shitless.  
 
    With a shaky hand, I pull open the door. He marches in past me and kicks the door shut with his foot, making me flinch as it bangs. 
 
    “When did Maksim do that to you?” He towers over me, his temples ticking.  
 
    I step back, not liking that darkness in his eyes.  
 
    “Blaire?” He raises his eyebrows at me. 
 
    I look down, knotting my fingers together over my lap. “You know I can't talk about Maksim.” 
 
    We're quiet after I say that, but the tension in the room is like blow horns going off.  
 
    “Can I see them?” Charlie says eventually.  
 
    I keep my eyes down.  
 
    “I guess,” I whisper, shrugging minutely. “If you want to.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I see them?”  
 
    “I'd rather you didn't.” I descend into my shoulders. “I know they're making you uncomfortable.” 
 
    “They're not making me uncomfortable at all.” His voice darkens as he yells, “They make me want to rip Maksim's fucking head off! When did he do that to you?” 
 
    I cringe against his yelling. I've never seen Charlie this mad before. 
 
    “I want to know when he did that to you, Blaire. Does he still hit you? When was the last time he hit you?” He goes on and on, baffled that he's never seen the marks on my back before. “Why haven't you told me the extent of his abuse?” He's practically spitting fire as he yells, “Answer me!” 
 
    I take a step back and look up at him with tears in my eyes, putting up a mental wall between us. 
 
    “Why are you doing that?” he says, glaring as he studies my eyes. “Why are you moving away from me?” 
 
    “If I don't answer you, are you going to hit me?” 
 
    “What?!” He backs away from me now, his face draining of color. “No. I would never. I'd never lay a finger on you! Why would you even ask me that, Blaire?” 
 
    I drop my gaze to the floor, fighting to shut off. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he says, trying to reign himself in. “I'm not angry with you. I'm just angry.” He steps up to me but I step back again. “Baby, don't do that. Don't back away from me. I'd never hurt you, I swear it.”  
 
    My skin is pricking with anxiety. How can I escape this situation? 
 
    “Talk to me, Blaire, please? Tell me what's going on with those marks. Are they all over your back?” 
 
    “Can we drop this?” I sound like I'm on the verge of tears because I am. “I don't want to talk about it.” 
 
    “I can't just leave this alone. I won't!”  
 
    I glance up at him. He still looks angry as hell. His eyes are like blue balls of fire.  
 
    “How would Maksim feel if I whipped him like that, hmm? Maybe I will, just to show him how much it fucking hurts.” 
 
    I don't feel any instincts over Maksim as Charlie says that. 
 
    I stare at my feet, shaking a little. 
 
    “You know that you're supposed to go back to him soon, don't you? We've only got a week left together.”  
 
    Lifting my eyes, I glower at Charlie. “Of course I know that.”  
 
    Why does he have to point that out now?  
 
    “Do you want to go back to him?” He reaches for one of my hands, but I don't feel his touch.  
 
    His question echoes.  
 
    Do I want to go back to Maksim?  
 
    I'm not sure it's a matter of wanting to go back to him. It's a matter of knowing I have to. Regardless of how much I want to stay with Charlie, my subconscious works on another level. I'd probably end up returning to Maksim in my sleep, if I didn't willingly go in my conscious state.  
 
    Just do your job and come home to me, Maksim said. Recalling his orders seem to put me back two and a half months. I'm Blaire, My Little Pet, again.  
 
    There's this weird ringing in my ears and it won't go away. 
 
    “Blaire?” Charlie gently tugs my hand, trying to grasp my attention.   
 
    I nervously scratch the side of my leg with my free hand.  
 
    “Do you want to go back to him?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, though I don't let on that I might miss Charlie. What's the point? 
 
    “I don't believe you,” he says softly.  
 
    “Why not?” I peer up at him, then I look past him because I cannot stand that intense blue stare of his.  
 
    “Because I think you're lying.” 
 
    “I'm not,” I say innocently. “I've really come to...I don't know...enjoy being around you, but I've known Maksim longer than I've known myself. My life is with him. It's all I know. It's all I'm allowed to know.” 
 
    “He treats you like a dog. You can't possibly want to go back to that?” 
 
    “Yes, you're right, he does.” For some unknown reason, I get lost in my explanation, in trying to make Charlie understand me. “He beats me for his own pleasure and pets me for mine. I protect him. I work for him. I study, execute jobs, and that is it. I'm not meant for another life. I won't be able to function properly in another life.” 
 
    Charlie takes my other hand and runs his thumbs over my knuckles, but still, his touch doesn't affect me.  
 
    “You can have a different life if you want one, Blaire,” he says, his eyes glowing with desperation. “If you want to stay with me, you can, and you won't ever, EVER have to fight or kill to please Maksim again.” 
 
    The ringing in my ears intensifies. I start blinking really fast, trying to get rid of that annoying sound.  
 
    “Blaire?” Charlie whispers. “Baby, what is it?” 
 
    Snatching out of his grasps, I pace my room, raking my fingers through my waist length hair.  
 
    If you want to stay with me, you can, Charlie said, like he's God or something.  
 
    Maksim told me to complete my jobs and come home. That's what I have to do. I know it. Deep down, I know it. But, why is something in the back of my mind telling me to choose Charlie? 
 
    I feel all jumbled up inside. My ears are ringing and my head is pounding.  
 
    “Blaire,” Charlie implores, “stay with me. Don't go back to—” 
 
    “You think you can offer to keep me, and I'll leap into your arms?” I say through gritted teeth, cutting him off. “You think you can take me away from Maksim?” 
 
    “You've enjoyed being here,” he says with caution, “being able to live and being able to feel alive. Why wouldn't you want that?” 
 
    “Yes, I have enjoyed the past weeks,” I say hopelessly. “But I cannot stay with you in this make believe life.”  
 
    “Why can't you?” 
 
    “Because I'm wired wrong!” I yell, pointing at my head. “And I can't do anything to change it. I-I want to please Maksim—he's my master. He's all I know.”  
 
    “You've barely mentioned him over the past two months,” Charlie says frankly. “He can't mean that much to you.” 
 
    “It's you!” I pull at my hair, needing to feel pain, pacing faster now. “I did forget, but now you've put him in my head with just saying his name...I can't...Fuck!” I stop dead in the middle of my bedroom. “I can't think about anything but him!” 
 
    “You can learn to be different.” Charlie closes the space between us. “You can change the way you think.” 
 
    “Ohhh, because it's so easy, isn't it?” I cannot keep the sarcasm out of my voice. I go around the room again, holding my head. “I wish you didn't bring him up. I wish you wouldn't talk about him. You make me think of my orders.” 
 
    “I'm trying to help you.” 
 
    “That's a lofty goal,” I scoff.   
 
    “Don't you dare get snarky with me, Cariño.” His eyes narrow. “Not now.” 
 
    “Ugh...Charlie,” I sigh his name, rubbing my temples. “You just don't get it.”  
 
    “Tell me then.” He reaches out to me like he's praying or something. “Make me understand. I'm here. I'm listening.” 
 
    A while passes where I don't know what to say. Then it spills out of me. I ramble on about who I was and who I am now. “I've never even spoken to someone the way I speak to you, and I probably won't ever again. I wouldn't dream of it. But you...you make me feel...everything goes out the window with you!” I wave out angrily. “You're going to get me in trouble because when I go back to Maksim, I won't be the same and he'll torture me for it.”  
 
    “Then don't go back to him,” Charlie says. “Come and live with me in Mexico.” 
 
    “What?” My face scrunches up. “I can't decide that.” The penny drops, and I stop pacing again. “Is this why you keep asking me questions about living in Mexico? Are you trying to take me from Maksim?” 
 
    “No. I want you to decide for yourself.” 
 
    “You know I can't do that.” I clench my teeth, trying to keep it together, but I can feel my cool slowly slipping away. “I do care about you, Charlie, that's obvious, but the fact is, I belong to Maksim, and nothing you say or do can change that.” 
 
    “You can decide for yourself,” Charlie says. “I don't give a shit about how ruthless and brainwashing Maksim is. You'd rip him apart, and you damn well know it.” 
 
    “I can't hit him.” 
 
    Hunching down, Charlie meets me at eye level. “Why not?”  
 
    I frown. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Why can't you hit him?” 
 
    “You know why.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I know you think you can't, but believe me, you can.” He scans my face, going quiet for a few seconds. “All you have to do is raise this”—grabbing my hand, he makes me ball my fist—“and swing.”  
 
    I don't know what happens to me, but I explode.  
 
    “Aargh!” I punch him in the chest, hating the way he's gotten in my head. “Why have you done this to me? Why did you buy me and make me feel things I don't want to feel?”  
 
    Charlie doesn't fight back when I punch his chest again. He just stands there looking down at me. I hit him over and over, pounding viciously.  
 
    “Why?! Charlie? Fucking tell me why!” Because he isn't answering me, I really lose it. I grab my jacket hanging by the bedroom door, pull out my gun, and put it to my head. “Is all this because Maksim wronged you?!” I scream. It's like shards of glass tearing through my throat. “Are you breaking me down to get some payback?!” 
 
    Silence. I can almost hear Charlie’s heart pounding through the tension. 
 
    “Tell me”—I click back the hammer—“or I’ll fucking shoot myself.” 
 
    Charlie sprints at me and snatches the gun out of my hand. I hear a loud thud—I think he's tossed the gun somewhere—and then he uses his full strength to put me down. I fight against him, scratching to get free, but I'm not in my right mind. Fisting the back of my hair, Charlie drags me across the room and folds me over the bed. He presses a forearm across the back of my shoulders, burying my face in the mattress.  
 
    “Calm down,” he says.  
 
    “You're a twisted bastard,” I spit out weakly, turning my head to the side so I can breathe. “I'm a cold blooded murderer. I've taken hundreds of lives, some with my own two hands,” I taunt him, my endeavor to make him hate me. “And you want me? You want to take me out on stupid dinner dates? You want me to come and live with you? Be with you? Do you know what sick things I've done?” 
 
    “I don't care,” he says under his breath. 
 
    “I once butchered a man, Charlie.” I moan beneath the pressure of his weight. “I cut off each of his body parts while he scream-cried for me to stop, and I bathed in his blood for Maksim. I've blown away entire families. Killed people before they were barely out of their teenage years. I've watched girls get raped and done nothing. NOTHING! Do you still want me now?” 
 
    Pressing me further into the mattress, he puts his mouth on my ear, and whispers, “No matter what you tell me, I'll still want you. You're worth saving, and do you know why?” 
 
    A huge lump forms in my throat. 
 
    “Because you feel guilt for the things you've done.” 
 
    “I don't,” I say with pity, barely convincing myself. 
 
    “You do. I know you do. I've heard your screams in the middle of the night. You beg for someone to stop the torment—and don't tell me you beg for someone to stop Maksim from hitting you because you say names, and none of them were ever Maksim's. Nothing you say can change the way I feel about you, Blaire, because regardless of all you've done, you're innocent. You want to be guilt free.” 
 
    “Stop! Please...Just stop!” I beg, unable to take this. 
 
    “No. I won't stop. You need to know that I really, really care about you. You need to know that I won't let you suffer because of what Maksim's turned you into.” 
 
    I'm shaking now, tears leaking out the corners of my eyes.  
 
    “You're lying,” I say naively. “You don't care about me. You care about your objective.” 
 
    “No, baby, you've got that all wrong. I fucking care about you, and I won't sit back and watch you sell your soul to the devil before you've barely become a woman.” 
 
    I burst into tears, unable to stop, my entire body wracked with emotions that I just don't understand. 
 
    “I-I won't come with you, Charlie,” I snivel. “I won't come and live with you in Mexico. No matter what you say or do, I'll-I’ll go back to Maksim.” 
 
    He doesn't say anything to that, so I just cry away my pain.  
 
    “Shhh, baby.” He strokes down the side of my face, catching my tears. “S'all right.”  
 
    “It's not all right,” I sob each word. “I'm not all right.” I'm lost.  
 
    I'm inundated in tears, sobbing like a child, soaking the blanket under me. 
 
    When my body goes flaccid, Charlie pulls me down to the floor with him and gathers me in his lap. He rocks me back and forth, telling me again, “Everything's gonna be all right. I promise.”  
 
    I bury my face in his chest and cry so hard that my belly hurts, often squeezing out hiccupping whimpers. I don't even really know why I'm crying. Am I sad because whatever is happening between Charlie and me will be over soon? Do I miss Maksim? Am I just angry? Did Charlie's words cut too deep? 
 
    I just don't know. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Charlie whispers against the top of my head. “This was never supposed to happen.” 
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    I wake alone in bed the next day, and cold, but I'm okay. I feel no anger, no confusion, nor a sense of being lost. Having a little cry seems to have helped because I actually feel okay. 
 
    Once I've showered and dressed in the usual, I go downstairs. Charlie isn't in the kitchen. He hasn't made breakfast, I notice, checking inside the oven, so I wander into the living room on a hunch. He's in here, amongst piles of clothes and handbags and shoes. He doesn't greet me with the usual, morning Blaire. He doesn't even look at me. It's as if he can't. He just stands there at the other end of the room, by the huge window, wearing gray joggers—no top. His glossy black hair is freely curling around his neck and face, and his broad, masculine body looks exquisite under the morning's sunshine coming in through the window.  
 
    “Morning,” I say, smiling at him. 
 
    He doesn't answer me, and my heart sinks a little.  
 
    “Did you rob a clothes store?” I laugh warily, grabbing a pair of trainers from the coffee table. They're nice. I turn them over. And my size.  
 
    “It's all from a truck robbery.” He glances over everything, his expression dark and almost empty. “I'm holding it all here for a friend.” There's something tense in his voice.  
 
    When I peer up at him again, I see two Mexican looking guys lingering by the open doors that lead off the living room, onto the backyard. “Hello, Señorita Blaire,” the taller of the two says. 
 
    I force a smile to say hi back. Charlie tells them to give us a minute, and they do, head bowing respectfully to him, and then me. 
 
    “How are you feeling this morning, Blaire?” Charlie says, crossing his arms. He stays on the other side of the living room, behind the couches, and I see it's true. He can't look me in the eyes.  
 
    “I'm fine.” I dismiss him because I don't want to go over last night. I lift the trainers to show him. “I like these.” 
 
    He frowns, staring at the trainers in my hands. “Have them if you like them. Have whatever you want.”  
 
    Sitting down on the leather couch, I kick off my trainers and put on the new ones, twisting and turning my ankles to get a good look at them.  
 
    “Put them in your bedroom, so they don't get taken,” Charlie says. He still doesn't sound like himself. His tone is flat, a million miles away from here. 
 
    “What's wrong?” Putting my old trainers in the box, I get up and roam over to him, pulling the sleeves of my sweater over my hands. “Why do you sound like that?” 
 
    He turns his back on me and gazes out of the window. His broad shoulders rise and fall with long, drawn out breaths.  
 
    My stomach twists with rejection.  
 
    “Charlie?” I touch his shoulder, desperate for his attention.   
 
    “You put a fucking gun to your head last night”—he's speaking to the window—“that's what's wrong.” 
 
    I'm stunned, and I know I look it. I revealed to him an inkling of what sick, twisted things I've done in my life, and he's upset because I put a gun to my head? 
 
    I should have pulled the trigger. The world would be a better, safer place without me in it.  
 
    “I'm hungry, Charlie.” I decide not to answer him. Not that he asked me a question, but I know he's expecting me to say something.  
 
    “Tojo!” he calls out, making me jump.  
 
    A dark-haired guy—the taller of the two who were in here a moment ago—pops his head in through the open back doors.  
 
    “Have the housekeeper whip up some eggs for Blaire,” Charlie says. 
 
    Tojo nods and leaves immediately.  
 
    “The housekeeper?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Charlie sighs, running his fingers through his hair. “I sent her away when I brought you here. She's back now.” 
 
    “Oh.” I linger by Charlie, picking at my nails. I don't really know what to say.  
 
    After a while of silence, he faces me, his arms still folded over his chest. I don't look up at him, but I can sense he's staring at me. He stares for so long that I burn under his gaze.  
 
    What is he thinking? Does he think I'm crazy? I am, so I wouldn't blame him if he did. 
 
    “The job is happening tomorrow.” He breaks the silence.  
 
    Finally, I lift my eyes to his, immediately wishing I didn't. He still cannot hold my focus.  
 
    “We need you to shut London down”—he glances away, and then back at me but only for a second, grinding his jaw—“and then you can go home.”  
 
    WHAT? But we still have a week left...and he wanted to go out for dinner. 
 
    “We'll leave first thing in the morning,” he says.  
 
    Out of nowhere, while I’m staring at his face, tears well-up in my eyes.  
 
    “You got that, Blaire?” 
 
    I nod at him a few times, trying to study his deadpan expression.  
 
    He says nothing, and I can't stomach the way he's struggling to look at me, so I walk past him for the garden. I need some space. 
 
    Home. I'll be going home tomorrow and all this will be over. 
 
    Why the hell do I feel so sad? 
 
    “Blaire, I’m sorry,” Charlie says, following after me. “Wait.” 
 
    I stop on cue, as if his orders affect me like Maksim's do.  
 
    “I don't want you to go,” he whispers from behind. I can feel the warmth from his body at my back. It makes me think about how I woke up this morning without him in my bed.  
 
    “I want you to stay with me,” he says. “I'll make Maksim give you to me, even if I have to pay him to tell you you're free.”  
 
    I swallow down the lump in my throat. That's not ever going to happen. Maksim will die before giving me up indefinitely. I'm his. I know I'm his, and even while he's clearly scared of Charlie—I just know he won't give me up. I don't even want to choose Charlie over Maksim because when all is said and done, Maksim and I are the same. We're both as fucked up as each other.  
 
    “Blaire, I want you. I dunno how many different ways I can tell you.” Charlie sounds frustrated, his tone of voice sharp and demanding. “I want you to come and live with me in Mexico. I want to be with you.”  
 
    I remain quiet, staring down the garden, my throat swelling up even more. I just don't know what to tell him. 
 
    “All right,” he says, clutching at straws, “if Mexico is the problem, I'll buy you a place in England, or wherever you want to be—away from Maksim. I’ll set you up with an allowance so you'll never be without. I'll come see you as often as I can. No one will know where you are.” He goes right into selling a new life to me. 
 
    Does he really think Mexico is the problem? 
 
    He touches my arm from behind, trying to grasp my attention. “Why aren't you saying anything?” 
 
    I scratch my face, searching for the words. “I...I just...Thanks for treating me well, Charlie. It's been...different.” That's all I have, and I say it knowing my fairytale has come to an end.  
 
    “Thanks?” he questions, scoffing like he can't quite believe I just said that. “I don't want you to thank me. I want you to say you'll stay with me. Please, Blaire. Or tell me what I have to do?”  
 
    I remain staring down the garden. “There's nothing you can do, Charlie. I'm sorry.” 
 
    I wander off into the garden, and I'm surprised that he doesn't stop me. I wish he would stop me. I wish he would stop me and tell me that we can have this last week together.  
 
    Trying hard to shut off mentally, I lose myself in the day. It's a little chilly. I haven't got a coat on. I don't care. 
 
    Tomorrow, this, Charlie and me...it'll be over. 
 
    I'm not sure how I feel about that. I'm not even sure I can block the fact out.  
 
    I want to cry. 
 
    I do cry.  
 
    I huddle by the back fence that feels miles away from the house, hug my knees to my chest, and I bawl my eyes out. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    I wring myself dry of tears and wander back to the house, feeling very disconnected, stuck between the idealism of the past two and a half months and the reality of what I have to go back to tomorrow. As much as I try to shut off mentally, I can't.  
 
    Charlie has treated me so well—it's almost been like a dream. He's fed me and clothed me, trained with me for whatever reason, and he's ensured me some happiness. He's spoken to me on a platonic level, comforted me, and he's never hurt me. He wouldn't ever hurt me. I know that deep down. I trust him.  
 
    Maksim hasn't treated me very well, but he gave me a life when I didn't have one. I can't help feeling grateful for that. Though, I now know he might've stolen me. Thinking of this confuses me. I start to wonder if I had a family, parents that might have loved me, so I put it out of my mind.  
 
    It's too painful.  
 
    I round the swimming pool and make my way up the patio steps, and the more I think about what-is and what-could-be, the more I realize it doesn't really matter what I want or need. I can't stay with Charlie unless Maksim says I can. Subconsciously, I don't want to stay with Charlie unless Maksim says I can. But he won't ever say that. He'll kill me before letting me go, as he's always promised. Up until now, that threat has never bothered me, I guess because I thought a life without Maksim wasn't a life at all. Then I met Charlie. 
 
    I'm not sure if I'd rather die than live in an unemotional world again. Ever since Charlie tapped into my emotions, all I want is to feel good things. I don't want anyone to hurt me anymore. I need the scars on my back to remind me of how strong I can be, not how strong I have to be.  
 
    I'm in thought mayhem, and I hate it.  
 
    Reaching the back doors that lead into the living room, I overhear someone speaking about me in a Latin brogue, telling Charlie to just take me. “She'll be happier and safer in Mexico with us rather than staying here with that dirty Russian pig.” 
 
    Stepping back, I plaster myself against the wall and listen in, wondering if that's Rico. It sounds like something that Rico guy would say. Just take her. I'd like to rip him apart, the smarmy ass bastard.  
 
    “I can't take her,” Charlie says, his voice full of uncertainty. 
 
    “Why not? Nothing's ever stopped you before. Have you gone soft?” 
 
    I smile with fondness at his observation. Charlie has gone a bit soft on me.  
 
    “It's not about going soft,” Charlie snaps. “She's too conditioned for Maksim.”  
 
    Someone's pacing about in brooding silence, footsteps heavy. I'm almost certain it's Charlie. I know the way he walks in anger and solace, either way, he has heavy footsteps.  
 
    “It's as simple as this,” Charlie says eventually, sounding calmer now, “if she doesn't make the decision to come with me for herself, she'll never feel comfortable and at home with me, with us. She'll run back to Maksim the first chance she gets because deep in her subconscious, she thinks she has to go back to him.” 
 
    He's right about that. It's tormenting how well he knows me.  
 
    “How has he conditioned her?” 
 
    “You don't want to know.” Charlie doesn't give the Latin guy any more than that. I smile again, though with something else this time. He's always said I can trust him, and along our journey, slowly but surely, he's ensured that.  
 
    “What I can tell you is,” Charlie says in his own time, “Maksim apparently outbid a government agency for her, but I dunno if that's true, and I dunno what government.” 
 
    That's news to me. 
 
    “Why would a government want her?” 
 
    “She's smart,” Charlie says. “Knows technology and numbers like a second nature, so everyone keeps saying.”  
 
    I don't think it's true, that Maksim outbid a government agency for me, not for a second. I think he made it up to stop others from prying about the fact that he bought or stole me.  
 
    But, then again, Maksim did know about my skills before I even told him, and he's cashed in on them, big time.  
 
    Maybe it is true. 
 
    “Cutting the story short,” Charlie says, drawing my attention. I hold my breath to listen in. “Maksim took Blaire and locked her up for years. He conditioned her to evoke loyalty and worship, and it's worked. She only has to hear that someone's gonna hurt him, and she'll make hell rain on earth.”  
 
    “Jesucristo,” that guy says, and I imagine he's raking his fingers through his hair. It's the tone of his voice. “Who told you all this?” 
 
    “Carl.” 
 
    “Is it true what they say about her fighting talent?” 
 
    Charlie chuckles under his breath. “Yeah, she's dangerous as hell. I've been full on sparring with her, and while I suspect she thinks I've been holding back, I haven't. She's just like Nic told us.” 
 
    Nic? His brother Nicolas? 
 
    “Doesn't Carl know where she comes from or what government wanted her? Because if this is true, the bodying government will have a paper trail that we can get access to. All we have to do is contact them, and we'll get the information you want.” 
 
    “Carl doesn't know where she comes from,” Charlie says. “Believe me, I've asked. I've also asked Maksim and Tatiana, but they're playing their cards close to their chests.”  
 
    They talk for a while about what I'm like. How I word things. How I analyze things. I don't get why they're discussing me like this. What's their objective? 
 
    “She's got a slight Russian accent,” Charlie says, “so I started my search based on that, but I know she doesn't come from Russia or Ukraine, nor England or America for that matter. I've checked every country.” 
 
    “Don't take this the wrong way,” that guy says, sounding wary, “but, have you bothered to ask her where she originates from?” 
 
    Charlie scoffs, and the floor just inside the doors near to where I am creaks. “She's as likely to fight me as to speak to me about herself. Trust me, she doesn't say anything without Maksim's permission.”  
 
    I take a step back to stay hidden. 
 
    “Okay. So, do you know her last name?”  
 
    Silence between them. The creaking moves further and further away. 
 
    I assume Charlie has shrugged at his friend because his friend says, “She has to have a last name. Put her photo through every government system. Search the missing persons’ databases. Have her fingerprint checked.” 
 
    “I have had her fingerprint checked,” Charlie says, “and nothing. How'd you think I searched the government ID databases for her?”  
 
    I'm numb to the touch, mentally digesting what he's saying about me. 
 
    “All I know is, she drives illegally in a Porsche that would cost the average person four years of wages, doesn't own a real passport, and she's got no friends. I've searched every inch of her apartment for information and ID but found nothing.” 
 
    How the hell has he gotten a hold of my fingerprint?  
 
    My mind whirls from every cup I've touched to every piece of cutlery. 
 
    And what the fuck is he doing snooping through my things? 
 
    “Maksim lets her drive a Porsche?” 
 
    “Kinda.” Charlie tells him that I've got my own money. “Piles of it in her apartment and in the glove compartment of her car, and she's got an offshore account with a few million in it.” 
 
    My jaw drops. He knows how much money I have in my bank account? 
 
    “Huh?” that guy says, absolutely confused. “So, if she's minted, why does she live under Maksim?” 
 
    “I asked myself that very question when I first learned how much money she's got.” I'm on edge listening to Charlie psychoanalyze me. “I rang the shrink at The Site,” he says. “I was so confused that I could barely get my words out. She told me that I have to look at Blaire's conditioning as I'd look at a child who loves its parents no matter what they do.” 
 
    “No,” that guy says. “That's not right. A lot of kids turn their backs on their parents because of cruelty and abuse.” 
 
    “Yeah, I agree, but in Blaire's case, she apparently works on an emotional bonding level, like most kids do. She'll love and worship Maksim no matter what he does to her because when all's said and done, she knows nothing else.” 
 
    “That's so messed up, Charlie.” 
 
    I shudder a little as his friend says that. Yeah, I am fucked up. Tell me something I don't know. 
 
    They discuss all of what the psychologist said, which isn't much, how I've never had a normal life, and how it'll be hard for me to adjust to anything different than what I know, blah, blah, blah. 
 
    “Do you know her date of birth?” that guy says. “How old is she?” 
 
    There's a long pause before Charlie admits reluctantly, “She's young.”  
 
    “How young?” 
 
    “Told me she was eighteen.”  
 
    “Eighteen!” that guy practically yells.  
 
    Charlie laughs. “Don't look at me like that, Andres.”  
 
    Andres? He's talking to his brother! 
 
    I think I've gone white. 
 
    “She's a pretty girl,” Charlie says, praising me to the high heavens, “smart, witty, strong, and keeps me on my feet because she's feisty as fuck.” 
 
    They laugh together like men do, pompous and proud.  
 
    “Well...Dios mío.” Andres says when he's done laughing, “The only time you ever want to be with someone, she's barely a woman, mentally warped, and comes with a bent Russian military force.”  
 
    Charlie laughs again, sounding as smug as ever.  
 
    “Look, you obviously want her,” Andres says in a reasoning tone, “and you sound sure that she won't come with you. So, how about I have a chat with her? You know how persuasive I can be. Maybe I can find out where she comes from. I might be able to save you the trouble.” 
 
    That's what this is all about—Charlie wants to know where I come from. I want to ask why, what does it matter? 
 
    “No.” Charlie cuts him off from saying anything more about talking to me. “You don't know Blaire. She won't speak to you unless Maksim says she can. It took me weeks just to find some common ground with her, and she actually had permission to speak to me.”  
 
    “Maksim gave her permission to talk to you?” Andres sounds confused again. “Why? And, why's she here with you anyway? You never said.” 
 
    So, whatever Charlie's agenda is, he's kept it to himself.  
 
    That makes me nervous.  
 
    Charlie doesn't say anything for a moment, but he soon brushes his brother off with saying, “It's a longass story, and I promised Blaire that it's our business, so I can't tell you.” 
 
    “That bad, huh?” 
 
    Charlie's voice is dark, almost filled with shame, as he says, “I reckon you'd think I'm a callous motherfucker if I told you how I came to having her.” 
 
    For some reason, the first night I spend with Charlie whips through my mind.  
 
    The leather couch creaks under someone's weight and hairs all over my body narrow. I take another step back to keep hidden.  
 
    “Hermano, you don't think you want her because you can't have her, do you? I know what you're like. You desire things people say you can't have.” 
 
    “No,” Charlie doesn't hesitate. “I can take her if I really want too—and trust me, you don't understand the irony of me saying that—but I won't just take her. I respect her too much to just lock her up like an animal. I want her to feel freedom and peace with me.” 
 
    Peace. He catches my emotions with one, single word. I have felt peace with Charlie. The idea of never feeling it again cuts deep.  
 
    My eyes sting with tears.  
 
    “She sounds like a slow burning project,” Andres says. 
 
    “She is, but she's...Oh, I dunno.” Charlie sighs, and my lips wobble because there's something moving in his voice when he says, “if you ever get to know her, you'll see why I like her.” His tone softens even more as he says, “She's so eerie and intense with eyes that take you straight to the dark side. She's gotta stinking redhead attitude. But she's the loveliest little thing. All I want to do is look after her, but she won't let me.”  
 
    My heart goes. If only he knew how much I care about him. I wish I had the stomach to tell him. 
 
    Andres asks about me on a personal level. He wants to know how Charlie and I have spent the past few months. “I know you said she's a bit feral, but have you taken her out or anything? Girls like that kind of shit.”  
 
    Feral? I nearly laugh, even through my depressive mood.  
 
    “Blaire doesn't want dinner dates,” Charlie laughs mordantly at his brother. “Trust me, I already tried that one and she looked at me like I was speaking a dead language.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, I know you said she's very into sports.” 
 
    “Yeah, she loves sports—and food.” Charlie's voice is thick with amusement. “I'd love to see her at The Site, executing the training course.”  
 
    “Yeah, that'd be pretty cool,” Andres says. “I like women who are into sports. What was it like having her here with you?” Andres goes off in a different direction, studying his brother. “I mean, I know you like your own space.” 
 
    Charlie tells his brother everything about our time together, minus any sexual intimate details. “Life sort of became routine once she opened up to me. We have breakfast, a sparring session, dinner, and free thinking conversation. I even told her about our parents and Gina.” 
 
    “What?” Andres is lost for words. “But you-you don't talk to anyone about that.” 
 
    “I trust her on another level, hermano.”  
 
    “Why though, Charlie? She's just a girl.” 
 
    “She’s not just a girl. You won't understand what it's like to be under Blaire's spell until you've experienced it”—he sounds lost in deep thought—“she draws me in with her undivided attention and keeps me there in an odd state of trust, consuming my fucking soul with the way she looks at me. It's like a therapy session talking to her.” Charlie laughs under his breath, as if he's recalling a memory or something. 
 
    I can't actually believe how he sees me. It's baffling. I'm nothing special. I'm just...well, I'm me.  
 
    “What'd you say to her about our parents exactly?”  
 
    Silence. Then Charlie says, “She knows what I did.” 
 
    “What?! And she doesn't think you're...” I don't hear what he says, so I shift a little closer to the door. I can just see a large figure dressed in black clothes sitting on the couch. It's not Charlie.  
 
    “No. She actually understood. Said I should've tortured our mamá.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Andres says, and I see he lifts a hand to his head. “You can't just send her back to Maksim. You obviously have feelings for her.”  
 
    “Course I do,” Charlie says with a hint of anger. “Nothing makes sense without her anymore. I can't imagine a single day without her.” 
 
    “Then take her, idiota!”  
 
    Panic races through me and I step back again, clamming up.  
 
    “We'll keep her locked up for a while if need be. Then we'll put a tranquilizer tracking bracelet on her and introduce her to The Site and our people. She'll learn a new way of living, Charlie. We've all had to do it.” 
 
    Charlie doesn't utter a word. I'm not sure if he's ignoring his brother or being slowly influenced by him. Either way, I'm anxious. I won't let him take me. I can't.  
 
    “Look, I get why you're forcing her hand by sending her back early, but what if she doesn't change her mind and stay with you? What if she leaves?” 
 
    “That's a chance I have to take. I love that girl. I won't make decisions for her. I won't treat her like my property.”  
 
    The world closes in on me, and I have to grab my chest because it aches.  
 
    No one has ever said they love me before.  
 
    Someone sighs, I think Andres. “You're como loco for not taking advantage of this last week with her. You'll regret it, Charlie, trust me.” 
 
    “I probably will, but last night something happened that scared the shit outa me, and I won't risk it happening again.”  
 
    I flush with embarrassment, and as Andres badgers Charlie for what happened, I'm unable to listen in anymore. The last thing I need to hear is Charlie telling his brother that I'm fucking crazy and explaining the reasons why. 
 
    Pushing away from the wall, I sneak around the house, click open the front doors, and peer through a crack to make sure I don't run in to anyone.  
 
    I hope Andres can talk Charlie around to letting me stay for the last week. I'm not ready to go home yet. I'm not ready to go until I tell Charlie that I care about him. 
 
    There isn't anyone in the welcome hall, so I sneak upstairs to my room and sink into bed fully clothed, trying not to wish the day away because I know it's the last day of peace I have left. It's the last day with Charlie I have left. 
 
    It amazes me that I've just overheard Maksim outbid a government agency for me, and I'm more concerned about my time with Charlie. I don't even remember how I got like this. I'd usually focus on the imperative, boycotting anything less. Now, I'm emotionally selfish.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    “Blaire, baby,” Charlie says, startling me.  
 
    Peering over the blanket at him, I see he's standing there in the open doorway, dressed in dark jeans over black boots and a red polo shirt under his brown leather jacket. He looks like he's going out.  
 
    Nervous, I find his blue gaze but he still cannot look me in the eyes. 
 
    That hurts.  
 
    “The job has been moved forward,” he says in a deep tone.  
 
    I frown, studying the carrier bag he's holding in one hand.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    He scratches his head, blinking at the floor. “We've been waiting for a map of the bank vault. Maksim got it a few hours ago, so we need to do the job now.”  
 
    Why do I feel like he's lying to me? Why do I feel like the whole 'waiting for a map of the vault' has been an excuse to lengthen my stay? He was in such a rush for me to grasp control of London for fifteen minutes, yet he's only mentioned the job once in the entire time I've been here with him. And, to add to my suspicion, he confessed to his brother that he's trying to force my hand by sending me home early.  
 
    I think about all this for a moment, but then what's about to happen hits me like a ton of bricks.  
 
    “We-we're going back to London today?” I push the blankets aside to stand, and suddenly, nothing else matters to me. I have to do the job at my apartment. My computers are the only computers set up and equipped for the job.  
 
    Charlie nods, the muscles in his temples ticking.  
 
    I glance down at the floor, then back up at him, my throat burning to cry. “I...Charlie...I...” I have a million things I want to say. I don't want to go! 
 
    “We need to get a move on.” He waves me onward, and still cannot look at me. “We have to be at your apartment in two hours.”  
 
    “But, I—” 
 
    “C'mon, Blaire,” he says, stopping me from speaking  
 
    This is happening too quickly. My anxiety is through the roof. I thought we had tonight at least. I have so much that I want to ask him. So many questions about what he's found out about me. But most of all, I want to tell him that I care about him. He has to know the depth of my feelings for him.  
 
    Raising his eyebrows, he urges me onward. I drop my eyes to the floor and go over to him on mental command. He exits the room before me and leads the way downstairs in absolute silence. There by the front doors, he puts the carrier bag down on the floor and grabs my leather jacket. I snap my eyebrows together, remembering that I had it upstairs.  
 
    “Don't bother trying to find your gun.” He pushes my jacket up my arms, walks around to in front of me and fixes my collar.  
 
    I'm just staring up at him, panicking.  
 
    “I've got it,” he says, his eyes flickering up to mine, and then back down to his hands where he's still playing with my collar. “You can have it back when I drop you off at home.”  
 
    I don't give a fuck about my gun right now. I can't get my head around the fact that this is over. 
 
    His hand hovering over the crest of my back, he picks up the carrier bag and leads me out of the house, to his car. I peer over my shoulder at his house, at the stately aspect of it, feeling it drift further and further away. I really, really don't want to go.  
 
    “Charlie,” I whisper his name in a broken voice, but when he looks down at me, blue eyes full of conspiracy, I can't speak. I glance away, feeling like the biggest coward in the world. I care about him so much but have no courage to tell him. 
 
    Reaching his car, he opens the passenger door and helps me inside, putting the bag he's holding on my lap. He even buckles me in. I guess he can read my dismay.  
 
    “I made you something to eat,” he says, gesturing at the bag. 
 
    “I'm not hungry,” I say softly, blinking at him. 
 
    “You'll eat, Blaire.” Shutting my door as a way to suggest there's no room for discussion, he rounds the car and jumps into the driver's seat. He opens the bag and tells me to eat at least half the sandwich. “I won't be around anymore, and I'll be damned if I'll leave you unfed.”  
 
    “Okay,” I whisper, every hair on my body spiking.  
 
    The sandwich doesn't get past my lips. I fiddle with crumbs of bread to make it look like I'm eating, but I'm just not hungry. 
 
    We make the drive to London in total silence. Charlie has the radio on low. I'm grateful for the music cutting through the tension that is us, though it's doing nothing for my panic.  
 
    I can't believe this is probably our last few moments together and we're like this. It's heartbreaking.  
 
    “Eat some of that sandwich, Blaire,” Charlie orders, making me flinch. 
 
    I do this time. It tastes of nothing, and it's so hard to swallow, clogging up my air passage because my throat is so dry and tight. 
 
    As soon as we enter London, my panic turns to dread. I have to say something. I have to sway him into taking me back with him after I've done the job, so I can spend this last week with him. I miss him already and he's not left me yet.  
 
    We pull into my underground parking lot, pull up beside my Porsche, and Charlie turns off the car. He's quiet for a while, staring ahead. I watch him from the corner of my eye, unsure of what to say. I have so much that I want to say but no capacity to speak.  
 
    Charlie leans down for the glove compartment, digs out a phone—my phone—a set of keys, and my gun. He passes it all to me. 
 
    “I've put my number in your cell. It's under Decena.” He looks me right in the eyes now, causing mine to water. “If you ever need me, no matter the reason why—no matter what time of day it is—call me, and I'll come.”  
 
    I can't even nod at him. I'm cold to the bone.  
 
    “Are you sure you don't want to come with me?” Twisting at the waist, he grabs the back of my headrest and looks down on me, putting us mere inches from each other. “Because I can turn the car around and we'll leave. You can come and live with me in Mexico, or I'll set you up here in England. I'll take care of you. I'll do whatever you want.” 
 
    I stare down at everything in my lap. “I can't go with you, Charlie.” My voice is so small. “Maksim said I have to come back.” But I can stay with you for this last week. Why can't I tell him that? 
 
    He doesn't question me further. I can feel that he wants to, but he doesn't. Staring at me with powerful intensity, he reaches over, grabs my left hand, and shows me the bracelet he bought me. “Don't take this off,” he says, stroking over my palm with his thumb, turning my need to cry into a full blown stream of tears. “It's got a tracking device in it.” 
 
    My heart contracts.  
 
    “I can't let you go without knowing where you are, Blaire”—his eyes pace between mine—“I'll not be able to live with myself if something happened to you.” 
 
    Oh, fuck...it's over. I cannot get my head around how we've gone from being madly in lust with each other, to this. 
 
    I'm not sure I'll ever see him again, not unless I call him, as he just said, which I won't. I won't be allowed to call him.  
 
    I don't know how, but we seem to be on the same page because in a moment of desperation, we lean over and hug each other. He squeezes me to his chest, burying his face in my neck and my hair. I wrap my arms around his waist and hold him like it's the last time, breathing in his scent and taking in the warmth of his body. 
 
    “Goodbye, Charlie.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    30 
 
      
 
    I step inside my apartment and stare at everything, frozen, remembering when Charlie said my place is incredibly clinical. It is. I've never really noticed before. The double height ceilings and the vast curving walls are gleaming white with no imperfections, cold to the eye. The arc staircase beyond the kitchen consists of smooth brushed steel, the floating steps wrapped in white veneer. The furnishings are white and ultra-modern with sharp edges. Even the air smells clinical with bleach.   
 
    It feels like forever since I've been here.  
 
    Shutting the front door, I wander around the dining table and through the kitchen area, where I put down my keys and my gun. I flinch at the sound of the keys clanging against the countertop.  
 
    It's so quiet.  
 
    Charlie's house is quiet too, but it's so full of things and personality. I miss his house already, the way it smells of him, the homely feel to it. 
 
    Stopping in my lounge area, I gaze deadpan out of the windows. The sky is dark gray and almost breaking with rain. The clouds twist and churn to the tune of the wind. It was sunny this morning. Now, it's gloomy.  
 
    I lower onto the middle of the leather couch, holding my phone in my hands, trying to remember a time when I felt comfortable here. 
 
    I can't. It doesn't feel like home. It never has.  
 
    Warm tears spill down my cheeks, spitting over my hands in my lap.  
 
    I cannot believe Charlie just left me here. We still have a week and he just left me? 
 
    Hunching over, I break into mute sobs, my chest aching so badly. In one day, I've discovered that my entire life might have been a lie, that Maksim might've outbid a government agency for me, but none of that bothers me. I don't give a shit about anything before Charlie anymore.  
 
    He said he loves me, and that he wants me to choose to leave Maksim and go with him for myself. No one has ever given a shit about what I want. No one has even thought to give a shit about what I want.  
 
    I cry harder and louder, to the point where I can’t really breathe, hoping it'll make the pain in my chest go away. It doesn't. If anything, crying makes this seem more real. 
 
    Why has Charlie played Devil's Advocate by forcing my hand like this? He knows me. He knows I can't make such a massive decision for myself. 
 
    A part of me wishes he’d listened to his brother and just taken me. I can't bear to think of a life without him in it. A life where only Maksim matters.  
 
    Panic rolls in my stomach as I think of Maksim and I start trembling, my mind whirling. He might be here soon, and then everything goes back to the way it was before him. Before Charlie. Maksim might want to hit me. The satisfaction he derives from causing me pain might be stronger than ever before because we've never been separated for so long.  
 
    I'm scared.  
 
    I think about the first time I saw Charlie in Maksim's office, how crafty and careless he was, and how wicked he looked. He's changed so much over the past few months. He's not the man I first met. He said he loves me. Why does that hurt so fucking much to know?  
 
    My phone vibrates in my hand with an incoming call from Maksim. My stomach coils with dread.   
 
    I haven't spoken to him in so long that he almost feels like a stranger. I don't want to speak to him. I want to go back to Charlie, but I can't. 
 
    “Hello?” I say softly, putting the phone to my ear with a shuddering hand. I have to answer Maksim's call. If I don't, he'll definitely come over and belt me, and it's been so long since anyone has hit me. I don't want him to hurt me.  
 
    “My Little Pet,” he croons, his voice bizarrely warming me from within. It's an unanticipated, relieving feeling. “How are you?” he says huskily, his Russian accent like home to me.  
 
    Combing my hair back over my shoulder, I blink ahead, filtering the familiar sensation of his voice.   
 
    I still have Maksim, I remind myself, breathing in and out steadily to stow my tears. I still have him, so it's going to be okay. If I had neither Charlie nor Maksim, I'd really feel lost. 
 
    “I'm okay,” I say, a little nervous.  
 
    “Good. I'm glad.” He sounds very relaxed, nothing like I was expecting. “Are you ready to shut down London, My Little Pet? Everyone is waiting on you.” 
 
    Everyone? Does that mean Charlie as well? 
 
    I try to push him out of my mind because I can't think about him right now, not while I'm on the phone with Maksim, and not while I've got a job to do. I can cry over him tonight if need be.  
 
    From the couch, I roam into my dark computer room, sliding open the paneled door. I'm stunned to see my computers are all turned on. The room is aglow with white light.  
 
    Maksim has already been here today, it seems.  
 
    Did Charlie tell Maksim that he was going to leave me here today? That he's relinquishing his last week with me?  
 
    Don't think of him.  
 
    I sit in the large office chair and set my phone on loud speaker, putting it on the desk. “I'm just setting up,” I lie softly to steal a moment. I take in a deep breath and let it out, allowing my emotions to flow freely as if I'm meditating. I need to get a grip. I can't function in a state of emotional turmoil.  
 
    Blanking, I say, “I'm ready, Cэp Maksim.” 
 
    “She's ready,” he tells someone. “Right, My Little Pet, first, I want you to shut down a mile radius around Canary Wharf.”  
 
    Putting my fingers on the keyboard keys, I lock in a few codes and a decent percentage of London goes down, giving me full control. I scan the CCTV screens to be sure it's worked. Cars skid to a stop at blind traffic lights, causing a few minor accidents. Shop owners dart outside and glance about in a panic because their electricity is now nonexistent.  
 
    Perfect. 
 
    The next code I enter turns every traffic light red, causing mayhem.   
 
    “She's done it,” I hear someone say. I don't recognize his voice.  
 
    “Good girl,” Maksim says, which is strange because he never calls me a good girl. “Now, the black truck parked outside of Canary Wharf Barclays bank, the one with a number plate reading, Zeta, do you see it?” 
 
    Looking up at the top left computer screen, I zoom in using the computer mouse.  
 
    “Yes, I see it.” My chest aches. That's something to do with Charlie.  
 
    Please, stop thinking about him! 
 
    “You are to guide that truck through London to a private underground parking lot with no mistakes. Do you understand?”  
 
    “Sure,” I say softly. “I understand.” 
 
    He tells me the underground parking lot address. Then he snaps, “Podgotovsja!” 
 
    Sharp hairs cascade down my arms at the sound of Maksim telling me to prepare, and my entire body comes to attention.  
 
    I train my attention, and so it begins. While I bash at the keyboard keys like a robot, locking in some more codes to keep control of London's traffic system, I listen to all of Maksim's instructions. “Make these traffic lights red. Make those green.”  
 
    The truck is on target, speeding through every green light I summons.  
 
    On the screens, I notice the police are going crazy, lighting up London with their blues and reds, the sirens howling through the streets. I shut them off by the Museum of London Docklands, ensuring the traffic is so wild that they cannot get through. I then focus back on the truck, on getting it to point B with no hiccups.  
 
    The job is done within ten minutes. I delete my codes to hand back control of London's Closed Circuit System and sit back, clasping my hands together in my lap.  
 
    I listen to a commotion in the background on the phone, an array of voices saying, “We need to go. You get the money. I'll burn the truck. Tell Charlie I'll drop the money off to Andres.”  
 
    Charlie. 
 
    “You did well, My Little Pet,” Maksim says, pulling me from my crushing thoughts. “But I never for a second doubted you.” He goes quiet for a moment, and I suspect he's covering the phone speaker because I cannot hear a thing. Then, his voice fills my ears, “I want you at my house in an hour. I'll be here waiting for you.” 
 
    “Of course, Cэp Maksim,” I whisper. “See you soon.”  
 
    We bid each other goodbye and I hang up the phone, wondering what he has in store for me. I've done everything he's asked of me, so he has to be happy with me. He has to be. If he isn't, I'm not sure I can handle his wrath right now. I'm not in the right frame of mind.  
 
    Don't think of that, Blaire. I beg myself.  
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    Pushing to my feet, I make my way out of my apartment, grabbing my keys and my gun off the kitchen countertop on route. I shove my gun in my inside jacket pocket, just as my phone pings with a text message. Checking the screen, I see it's from Decena. 
 
    My heart drops through me like a boulder. Why's he texting?  
 
    Eyes glued to my phone, I subconsciously press for the elevator and step inside, torn over whether I should read the message—itching to read it.  
 
    I shouldn't. I need to let go of Charlie. I need to let go of the past two months if I'm to get back to normal. Maksim will appreciate me getting back to normal, and even more so if I suffer no problems. He won't hurt me if I behave.  
 
    My heart splitting in two, I delete the message without reading it, and exit the elevator when the steel brushed doors slide open.  
 
    The lobby is dead quiet, like my apartment. I carry on through the building, pushing open the underground parking lot doors with effort because they're so heavy.  
 
    In the parking lot, it's cold and dark, the ceiling lights flickering on and off while buzzing with electricity. 
 
    I reach my car and click the keys to unlock it, making it beep and flash. I remember Charlie asking me stupid questions about this car. Why does my chest ache when I think about him? 
 
    Sinking into the driver's seat, I press the button to beckon the purring engine, and while my car warms up, I scroll through my other unread messages on my phone.  
 
    James has been going nuts. I've got over thirty messages from him, asking if I'm okay and where am I. 
 
      
 
    Blaire where are you? I'm in Maksim's house looking for you. People are saying that Charlie Decena just shouted at everyone to leave the kitchen, though not you. Are you okay? I need a favor. Text me back ASAP. 
 
      
 
    Is it true that you had a fight with Charlie yesterday because he tried to kiss you? I've just overheard Maksim telling Rumo. 
 
      
 
    Blaire I'm worried. It's been over a week since anyone has seen or heard from you. Text me back to let me know you're still alive. 
 
      
 
    I've been to your apartment and taken some of your money. I'm hiring someone to find you. I have to know you're okay. You've been missing for three weeks now. 
 
      
 
    Blaire things are getting strange. MI5 has been to see Maksim. Your image and your fingerprint has been processed through the British system without Maksim's knowledge. What the fuck is going on? 
 
      
 
    Maksim has tried to pay off MI5 so they stop your search but they won't. They say the order has come from above. Where the fuck are you? 
 
      
 
    Some Latin American guy called Nicolas is in Maksim's office with him. He's trying to find out where you come from, asking questions about your parents. Please, I'm begging you Blaire if you can, message me back. 
 
      
 
    Blaire I'm fucking nervous. Charlie is at one of Maksim's parties and he's making a show of his feelings for you, saying how lovely you are, that he'd like to have you for himself. What's going on? I'm losing the plot here! 
 
      
 
    If you're getting my messages, here's an update. Tatiana has just flown in. She's going crazy at Maksim for supposedly bartering you. Why haven't you texted me back to tell me what's going on? Are you staying with Charlie? 
 
      
 
    Is it true that Charlie pardoned Maksim a debt of thirty-five million Euro's for three months with you? Tatiana is screaming at Maksim as I write this text, saying that he should've gone to her for the money, not sold you. Maksim is fighting his corner, telling her that Charlie wouldn't take any amount of money. He wanted you as payment. Is this all true? 
 
      
 
    Blaire Tatiana has warned Maksim that if Charlie doesn't give you back, he's not allowed to come after you. She won't start a war with the Los Zetas. Everyone is shit scared of the Los Zetas, and when I say everyone, I mean everyone! The Albanians say not to fuck with them. The Turks. The Columbians...Who are the Los Zetas? 
 
      
 
    I know you haven't messaged me back, but it doesn't matter. I know what's going on now. Tatiana has been questioning me, and in exchange for my answers, she's told me where you are and that you're okay. Apparently, she wants to talk to you also, but Charlie refuses to let her. I'm glad he won't let her. 
 
    I just want to say, if you can, you should stay with Charlie and try to find some peace Blaire.  
 
    I'll never forget you. 
 
      
 
    I read a small portion of his text messages, stunned. I'm so stunned that I can't really process anything. It feels like so much has gone on in my absence. It's almost like everyone has been going crazy over another girl, and I'm reading about it from afar.  
 
    Feeling numb, I shove my car into reverse, straighten up, and then I steer out of the underground, into the gray day.  
 
    Charlie wasn't lying when he told his brother that he's run a check on me. I don't know why this thought creeps into my mind, but it does, and I can't will it away.  
 
    Turning right, I cross The London Bridge, barely registering the city bustling before me.  
 
    How did he get my fingerprint? I subconsciously watched him wash up everything after our meals, and when I ate alone, I cleared up my own mess. There wasn't any surface he could have gotten my fingerprint from. 
 
    Maybe he obtained it from my apartment? 
 
    I stop at a roundabout as the lights signal red to wait, amid bumper to bumper traffic.  
 
    And, how did he get my photo? Maksim doesn't even have a photo of me.  
 
    The light flashes green, so I maneuver through the traffic. I take the third exit off the roundabout and reach the highway junction for Dartford, and I don't know what comes over me. Hitting the break, I come to a screeching stop in the middle of the road, all those messages hitting me like lightening.  
 
    MI5. 
 
    Tatiana. 
 
    Tatiana telling Maksim he's not to come after me if Charlie decides to keep me. Fuck, if Charlie didn't send me home, I'd still be with him. 
 
    A flock of people surround my car, and I vaguely hear them yelling to see if I'm okay, am I hurt.  
 
    I stare at the sign that will take me back to Tonbridge Wells, to Charlie. 
 
    A part of me, my heart, wants me to turn toward Tonbridge Wells. I want to go back to Charlie. The other part of me, my head, tells me to veer for Dartford. I know I have to go back to Maksim. I've always known. But there's something else at play now.  
 
    I don't know what to do, so pushing the car in gear, I do the only thing that feels right. 
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    I find Maksim at his house in his office, sitting behind his desk with cool composure. 
 
    My heart drums at the sight of him. He’s wearing a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up and his brown hair tied back, his golden eyes trained on me in the doorway.  
 
    The life that I've spent with him coils in my mind, his voice on repeat while I slept, whispering, We will kill for each other. We are each other's. The hidings, the darkness, and the dampness. 
 
    Half an hour ago when I was in my car, conflicted between my heart and my head, I chose this path because it's the only path I am allowed to walk. Of course I'd greedily take a life with Charlie over a life with Maksim, but I'll only do that with my master's permission. I can only do that with my master's permission. 
 
    So, here I am.  
 
    Holding the doorframe, I smile awkwardly at Maksim. He extends a hand for me to sit in the chair opposite his desk, so I do, keeping a wary eye on him. 
 
    “You are wearing your hair down?” he asks in Russian—the whole conversation is in Russian. Then he tips his head, his eyes thinning at me. 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” I grip a length that's hanging over my shoulder. “I-I didn't get a chance to tie it back. Shall I—” 
 
    “No.” He lifts a hand to stop me. “Leave it down. It looks nice.” He sits forward, cupping his clean shaven chin. 
 
    That’s new. 
 
    I try to stay focused, but I can't help screwing up my face. Why has he shaved? Maksim always has stubble dress his oval chin. And since when did he tie his hair back? 
 
    “You look different, My Little Pet. Nervous.” 
 
    That's because I am nervous.  
 
    I'm surprised to find I'm not upset with him for bartering me to Charlie. If anything, I'm grateful for the time of peace and happiness he's given me.   
 
    “It's been an odd few months, Cэp Maksim,” I say vacantly.  
 
    “Yes,” he drawls. “Charlie told me earlier today that he isn’t taking you back with him. Is he bored?” 
 
    I shrug because I don't want to tell him about what happened yesterday, or today. 
 
    He cocks a brow at me. “You don't know if he's bored of you?” 
 
    “No, Cэp Maksim.” 
 
    “Hmm. I see. How was your time with him?”  
 
    I don't even blink when I say, “It was okay.” 
 
    “And your health?” 
 
    I frown, not following. 
 
    “Your virginity?” Every word he says is executed with slow purpose. I almost forgot how intense he is.  
 
    I swallow. “Still intact.” 
 
    “Good.” He grins at me. “I imagine Charlie Decena wanted so badly to take it.” 
 
    I don't know what to say, so I just look at him. I imagine Charlie did too.  
 
    “Before you give me a thorough account of your time with him, I want to know something.” He runs his thumb across his lower lip. “Did you overhear any of his business dealings? Is he speaking with an American Congressman?” 
 
    My eyes widen. How the fuck does he know Charlie deals with an American Congressman?  
 
    “No. I never heard anything,” I flat out lie, but it weirdly comes naturally to me. 
 
    “He never spoke in front of you?” 
 
    I shake my head, desperate to ask why he wants to know if Charlie spoke to an American Congressman. What's that to him? None of the Russians deal with the Americans.  
 
    “Huh, strange—” he brushes this off, believing me. Maksim thinks I'd never lie to him, and I wouldn't have lied to him before meeting Charlie, but Charlie has changed me.  
 
    “So tell me, My Little Pet”—he's still musing, pinching his bottom lip now—“what did Charlie do to you exactly?” He says that he wants intimate details, when and where, and he wants them now. “What did he do to you sexually? How did he make you feel?” 
 
    I have to start right from the beginning, so I bashfully tell him about the first night. “I woke up in a strange bed with-with Charlie sitting next to me, playing with my hair. He told me what was going on. I attacked him with feeble effort because I was drugged but it was enough to put some distance between us. Then, once I calmed down, he told me to take off my clothes but of course, I-I refused. I wanted to speak to you.” 
 
    “Of course you did, My Little Pet. Of course.” His eyes glow with mockery. “Carry on. I'd like every detail.”   
 
    “Well, after I spoke to you”—I blink at Maksim—“I did what I was told. I let him take off my clothes.” I tell him all of what I remember. It's internal torture when I get to the part where Charlie first went down on me, how he splayed me out and forced me to orgasm over and over. The sensation of his cock sliding in my ass. I want to cup my face and hideaway in my hands. Everything feels too private to speak of—this is our private business, as Charlie once said. I now understand what he meant.  
 
    I stop and pause a few times but Maksim yells at me, “Every bloody detail! How did he make you feel? Did he go down on you more than once? Masturbate you with his hands? Did he fuck your pussy with his tongue? Tell me everything, Blaire.” 
 
    Cringing, I do tell him everything. My cheeks heat under my pale skin as I speak of my emotions. “I felt...broken and whole at once when he had sex with me anally. The sensations made me feel a bit head-drunk. The next day, Char-Charlie kissed me on the mouth like he was in love with me or something. I-I was terrified, Cэp Maksim. I didn't know whether to fight him off or not. You told me not too, so I—”  
 
    “What next?” he urges me to get to the good parts.  
 
    I'm almost green with embarrassment when I say Charlie had me please him with my mouth. That he would use his hands to stimulate me when he didn't go down on me. 
 
    I don't tell him about the deal we made, the deal where if I put Charlie on his ass, he wouldn’t touch me. That feels more private than the sexual intimacy between us.  
 
    “Did you like it when he made you orgasm?” Maksim says, his eyes tapering with wonder.  
 
    Silence, and I nod. 
 
    Maksim grinds his teeth. I can see his mind working overtime.   
 
    “How were your days when Charlie wasn't abusing you?” he says, running his tongue along his upper teeth. “Were you kept in one room? Did he let you out?” 
 
    “No. He didn't keep me locked up.” My voice softens when I speak of our friendly fights, and when I explain how he took care of me. “He cooked me food—breakfast, lunch, and dinner—and he ate with me. He always made sure I was okay.” I shrug. “Charlie was nice to me.”   
 
    There is another long pause where we look at each other, blue eyes to golden brown.  
 
    “You care about him,” Maksim says eventually. He's not asking. He knows.  
 
    I nod. 
 
    His expression drops, his eyes flashing with some emotion I've not seen on him before. I'm not sure, but he almost looks, frightened? No, can't be. Why would he be frightened that I care about Charlie? If anything, he should be angry, ready and willing to belt me. 
 
    He doesn't.   
 
    Fondling with the collar of his shirt, he tries to straighten up in his chair, plastering on that iron stare he executes so well. “Do you care about him more than you do me?” he asks.  
 
    I don't know why, but I hesitate. All I can think about right now is how Charlie cuddled me, touched me, and kissed me.  
 
    I know I have to say something, so I tell Maksim, “No. I don't.” 
 
    My words don't affect him. I suspect he knows I'm lying. It's only a half lie. I care about Charlie in a different way compared to how I care about Maksim.  
 
    “What he did to you, Blaire, did it hurt?”  
 
    I visibly flinch as he uses my given name. 
 
    “Did it hurt more than anything I've ever done to you?” he says.  
 
    “No.” I look down at my hands in my lap. “Nothing hurt.” 
 
    “Not even when he fucked your ass? Ohhh, I find that hard to believe. You were a virgin there.” 
 
    “Um...” My stomach tightens with nerves. “I'm not sure. He-he prepared me.” 
 
    “How? How did he prepare you?” He's back on par, taking no prisoners. He wants to know every fucking factor. “You left those details out, didn't you?” 
 
    “He...” I gulp, blinking in the sight of my trainers—the trainers Charlie gave me this morning. “He used my orgasm for lubricant and fingered me for a while, starting with one finger, and then two.” 
 
    “How long until he took you?” 
 
    I'm tomato red. I can't look Maksim in the eyes. When is this going to be over? 
 
    “A while...maybe an hour...I'm not too sure. I was dizzy because he drugged me, and he was using these strange oils that he said would help me relax.” 
 
    “Isopropyl Nitrite.” His chair creaks as he sits back. “So, when he penetrated you...” 
 
    Oh, God. STOP! 
 
    “It didn't hurt?” 
 
    “It hurt a little at first but he took his time. He said he wasn't in a rush.”  
 
    “Do you miss him, Blaire?” Maksim's abrupt question causes me to look up at him. There's no expression on his face. 
 
    I nod innocently. I cannot lie about this. It's written all over my face.  
 
    His eyes enlarge, and there's that look again. That look of fear. I've never seen Maksim seem frightened before.  
 
    “Does that hurt?” he says with caution. “Missing him, I mean? Does it hurt, Blaire?” 
 
    My lips wobble because that ache in my chest, it consumes me.  
 
    I nod. 
 
    “So, he has hurt you.” He sounds relieved, taking in a few purifying breaths.  
 
    My hands start to shake in my lap.  
 
    “I guess so.” My voice comes out all small, peppered in tears. “But that's the only pain he's caused me. He's never hurt me like you do, Cэp Maksim.” 
 
    “Do you like that he didn't physically hurt you?” 
 
    Swallowing, I nod.  
 
    I'm expecting Maksim to lay into me, to give me a good bloody hiding—I can feel his anger on the surface of my skin—but he doesn't. He's acting carefully, and utterly confusing me when he diverts by telling me about his time over the past two and a half months. That he went to Russia to visit Tatiana. That he missed me more than he thought he would. “I visited my parents' graves and laid burnt roses,” he says, giving me this heartless look. He burns the roses to take the beauty out of them. In his mind, anything burnt and damaged represents his parents.  
 
    “Red roses?” I ask softly, feeling sorry for him. He hates his parents. He has a hard time visiting their graves. He usually takes his anger and hurt out on me—or James—after visiting them. 
 
    I suddenly wonder where James is, but I'm too nervous to ask.  
 
    “Of course, red roses, My Little Pet.” Maksim glances between my features—his features strangely soft and inviting. “Whenever I'm there, I think of you, of your loyalty, and your passion to defend me. It gives me strength.” He touches his chest. Then he goes right in to how he feels about me. “While I do not always show it, I do love you, Blaire.”   
 
    My heart is in my throat. He's never said that before. He never explains himself to me or tells me that he loves me. And just to really fuck with my head, he offers me a week off duty.  
 
    “I-I don't need any time off, Cэp Maksim. I don't...” I pause, lost for words. The last thing I need is ample time off to think about the last few months. “If you need me, I'm here.” 
 
    He smiles maliciously at me. “I know, My Little Pet. I know.” 
 
    We talk a while longer about his time in Russia, how cold it was there and how Tatiana was colder. “She isn't happy that I bartered you, but in all honesty, I'm not glad I did, either. I shouldn't have used you as a bargaining tool. You were mine and mine alone, and I've failed you.” 
 
    I don't know what to say—I'm wavering under his golden eyes—so I say nothing.  
 
    When he's done pouring out his emotions to me, he tells me that I can go home now. “I'll call you when I need you, My Little Pet.” 
 
    I rise to my feet, feeling awkward. I'm not sure if I should say goodbye or just leave—it's been so long since I was under Maksim's power.  
 
    He decides for me. He rounds his desk, walking tall and gracefully masculine, and he ushers me to the front door, where he kisses the side of my face. “I'm glad you're back, My Little Pet. So, so glad.”  
 
    I smile at him, and just when I think it's over, he grabs my wrist. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” He lifts my hand to eyesight, inquiring about the bracelet. 
 
    I hesitate to speak but he narrows his eyes at me, making me feel small and feeble.  
 
    “Charlie gave it to me.”  
 
    It's like I just slapped him. His face drops again, and he blinks at me, flabbergasted.  
 
    “So, he's tried to spoil you with twenty-thousand dollar bracelets, has he?” His fingers dig into my flesh. “Give it to me.” 
 
    My entire body sinks with panic. “No. I-he...he said...I can't, Cэp Maksim.”  
 
    “You can't?” His hand wrapped around my wrist shakes with fury. “Are you taking orders from him now too?” 
 
    “I...he said I—” I don't know what to tell him. Just give him the fucking bracelet! 
 
    He laughs under his breath, and it's like the last hour didn't happen. Old Maksim is back, and he means business. 
 
    “Okay, My Little Pet, then I guess you will earn that bracelet.” 
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    Fisting the back of my hair, Maksim drags me through his house and up the stairs, tearing my scalp. I don't stumble. I'm gracefully poised as he hauls me along with him.  
 
    Outside his bedroom, he stops to kick the door open and yanks me inside, yelling in Russian as he does. The curtains are drawn and it's almost too dark to see anything. Almost. Surrounding the edges of the ceiling, blue lights beam down, illuminating an assortment of gadgets meant to inflict pain. The Saint Andrew's Cross with leather handcuffs stands in the tall bay window. It looks like hell warmed up, old scratch marks crisscrossing the wooden surface where someone has tried to escape. Whips and leather floggers are lined up around the huge wooden four poster bed, like ornaments. A cattle prod hangs on the wall above the dull fireplace next to the bed.  
 
    My blood runs cold. I'm absolutely terrified, my eyes glazing over with tears. He used to sting me with that cattle prod until I could stomach the pain. 
 
    “Get out, now!” Maksim yells, and I cower, his voice sharp enough to raise hairs.  
 
    I wonder who he's talking to, thinking it might be James, until I see a little blonde girl in his bed. She's wearing a black leather leash, nothing else. She flicks the blankets back, scrambles to her feet with her lush parts jiggling about, and dashes out of the bedroom, slamming the door shut with a loud bang! 
 
    I don't cringe. I'm trying to stay mentally balanced. Block it out.  
 
    There's a strange smell in the air of strawberries or something, a sweet, fruity aroma. I don't know why. Maksim usually burns brut candles. 
 
    He pulls on my hair and forces me around to face him, bends my neck back and glares down at me with fiery golden eyes. “You will forget about the last three months, My Little Pet”—his hand in my hair twists and tightens to the point where I moan in pain—“because I'll beat the memories out of you. And if I can't beat the memories out of you, I'll medicate them out of you.” 
 
    WALLOP! He slaps me around the face, knocking me onto the bed. Tangled in my own hair, I land with a heavy bounce, my knees hitting the carpeted floor. My cheek throbs and my head...fuck, it hurts. I cup my face, frightened shitless, suddenly thinking about Charlie. He never once hurt me. I remember when he said that I might be the only girl he won’t hit. Why the fuck am I thinking about that?   
 
    “Last chance to give me that bracelet, My Little Pet?” 
 
    I sob in my closed mouth, not wanting to give it to him. It's mine. It's the only thing I have of Charlie.  
 
    Trembling violently, I shake my head to say no. 
 
    “Okay then. As you wish.” Maksim tears me out of my jacket, then my t-shirt, his nails scratching my skin because he can't undress me quick enough. I sink to the floor in my sports bra and trousers, desperately looking up at my master who I shouldn't ever refuse.  
 
    “You look scared, My Little Pet,” he sounds pleased as he says this, smiling evilly at me with crinkled eyes.  
 
    He points out, and I know what he's gesturing at. I've been trussed up in this room many times before. Unfolding myself from the floor, I get up and walk across the room, stopping in the corner. Breathe. Focus. Closing my eyes and shakily reaching up, I grab two sets of chains that are fixed to the ceiling. The metal is cold in my palms, but the room is too warm, creating a mist of sweat down my spine. I feel like I can't breathe.   
 
    A rustling sound by the bed draws my attention, wood clanging against wood. I peer back through scraps of hair, immediately wishing I didn't. He's choosing his weapon. 
 
    “Podgotovsja!” Maksim yells for me to prepare once he's behind me, like he usually does. 
 
    I cower, bracing myself, then he whips me senseless with a sjambok—an African cattle whip—Wa-tch! Wa-tch! Each assault blazes through my mind like red flashes of light. Screams get caught in my throat, my body jerking back and forth against his attack.  
 
    Wa-tch! Wa-tch! 
 
    It goes on for what feels like hours. My back arches and my flesh splits open, hot blood slithering down my spine and soaking the waist of my trousers.  
 
    By the time he's finished, I'm in such a strange zone in my mind that I can't really see anything. I hang here feeling like a shell of a person, the old Blaire—the Blaire before Charlie.  
 
    Charlie...Why does thinking about him make me want to cry?  
 
    I break into sobs, and Maksim punches me. Holding my neck in one hand, he swings with his other. THUMP! He knocks my head back, knocking me to the floor. Blood trickles down my cheek, over the throbbing where he slapped me. 
 
    No pain, I tell myself, you can't feel anything.  
 
    While I'm a messy, lifeless pile on the floor, he cuts me out of my trousers and my underwear.  
 
    “Awh!” I wince in agony as he snaps open my bra and hauls it down my arms, tossing it across the room.  
 
    “On the bed,” he commands, panting with anger. “Head down. Ass in the air.” 
 
    Not registering what's going to happen, I crawl to my master's command like a cat, from the floor, up the side of the bed, until I'm in the middle with my hands and knees sinking into the mattress.  
 
    The night gets so dark with punishments. Maksim is doing fucking awful things to me. Things I can't even bring myself to think about.  
 
    The sound of buttons clangs against the wooden floors. He's undressing, dropping his shirt, and then his trousers. The bed dips at my feet, almost knocking me off balance. Large, cold hands on my hips. Nails digging into my flesh with hungry pursuit.  
 
    “Open your legs,” Maksim says. He's breathing so hard I know he's excited, warm air blowing up my back. 
 
    Shivering, I do as I'm told, my ankles twisted inward because I'm nervous. He pushes against the low of my back, forcing me to arch, shoving my face in the sheets. They smell like musky man sweat. 
 
    I squeeze my eyes shut.  
 
    Don't think. 
 
    It's so hard not to. Nausea rises through me when I feel him parting my ass cheeks with callous hands, saying, “That Latin fuck is lucky, testing my goods before I have.”  
 
    A dripping, spitting sound. It makes me retch. The head of his cock is wet, I feel as he smears it against my anus, urging the tip in. My insides churn, and now I'm silently crying my heart out, struggling to mentally will away what's happening.  
 
    He's going to fuck my ass, and he's not even preparing me.  
 
    A powerful thrust, he's roaring with dark passion, and then he's wedged right inside me, causing me to spew up all over the pillows and all over my hands. The smell is vile, acidic, and I heave again. My insides burns, my throat, and my ass muscles. It's too much. I feel too full.  
 
    “Show me your bracelet, My Little Pet,” Maksim's voice is stark and enraged, evil lust coming off him in waves. “Show it to me!” 
 
    I whimper, terrified out of my mind. Then I brace myself up on one elbow and reach back to show him my bracelet. Long fingers curl around my wrist and pull my arm back some more.  
 
    “Aargh!” I scream, hard, as his teeth sink into my wrist.  
 
    He kisses the bite mark after and I hiss. It's so sore. Then he licks over each puncture with the tilt of his tongue. “Every time you look at this bracelet, you will think of me—this scar will make you.” 
 
    Letting go of my wrist, he shifts on his knees, causing his cock to shift inside my ass. My stomach rolls. I vomit again, retching so hard that my belly pangs in pain.  
 
    I think I mentally pass out from here. It's just too much. 
 
    I vaguely hear Maksim ask if I want him to stop, and I tell him with weak effort, “No, Cэp Maksim.” I wouldn't dare say anything else.  
 
    “Now that your mind is frail and open,” he lies over my back, crushing me, and says against my ear in a head drunk voice, “you will succumb to my orders.” Pulling out halfway, he tells me to prepare, and then plunges back in me, balls deep, tearing me apart. “You will not think about Charlie anymore, My Little Pet.”  
 
    Out, and back in with viciousness, he stretches me open. I'm crying in agony through closed teeth. He’s groaning with rawness, the sound pulsing through my chest.  
 
    “You will not speak to him or anyone else without my permission. You'll not look at another man.” The rules are never ending, as is his cruelty. “I am the only man you want.” 
 
    Grabbing a hand full of my hair, he yanks my head back as he sits on his knees and fucks me with all he has, skin slapping against skin, him pounding my ass.  
 
    My body is shaking uncontrollably with cold sweat. I scream in agony every time he practically hits my stomach, until he cums violently. His cock gets longer and thicker, emptying inside me.  
 
    He doesn't beckon my arousal, not once. There's nothing hot about this. I'm as dry as a bone, disgusted with what he's doing to me, whimpering in pity for myself.  
 
    “That was good,” he drawls. “Worth the wait.” 
 
    Curling his fingers around his cock, he slowly pulls all the way out of me. Warm juices slither down my inner thighs, over my knees, dripping on the bed.  
 
    Gasping with relief that it's over, I drop on the bed, but I only get a moment's rest before he continues his torture.  
 
    He climbs off the bed, causing me to bounce up and down on the mattress, and picks up a different whip from the floor. 
 
    Wa-tch! Wa-tch! Wa-tch!  
 
    He beats me into a numb state, yelling with zeal that I'm his. “You will always be mine, My Little Pet!”  
 
    I don't even know how many times he sodomizes me. It's a pattern. He cums, stops for a while to whip me on the bed, then he fucks me again.  
 
    By morning, I’m so empty that when he tells me I can go home and have the week off, I find my keys on the floor amid my clothes and leave the house naked, bar my bracelet. I fucking well-earned this.  
 
    It's freezing outside, a typical English morning with a burning pink sunrise and silver frost on the trees. My breath mists the air. My nipples are bruised and hard like bullets. He must have pinched me. I don't remember.  
 
    The stony driveway crunches against the soles of my feet, but still, I can't feel a thing.  
 
    There's a blanket in the boot of my car, so I get it out to wrap myself up, and then I drive to my apartment.  
 
    London is before my very eyes, but I don't see a thing. I'm lost in my mind, trying to focus on anything other than what Maksim has just done to me. It's not as if he hasn't beaten me like that before, but last night felt different. It felt like a different kind of conditioning. Maybe because he's never had penetrative sex with me before. 
 
    Pulling into my underground parking lot, I get out of my car and walk lifelessly into the elevator, and then into my apartment. I drop the bloody blanket on the floor by the front door and patter into my bedroom, heading for the en-suite bathroom.  
 
    I'm not in any sort of pain until I get in the shower. The water isn't too hot but the welts on my back are on fire, so sore it's almost too much to bear.  
 
    While I wince in agony against the soap, I don't cry. I don't do anything. I simply get clean of semen, blood, and Maksim's saliva, and I crawl into bed without drying myself. I should clean up the bite mark on my arm with some vodka and bandage it up, but I can't will myself to move. 
 
    I sleep for as long as I can, hoping that the next time I see Maksim, he won't be so mad at me.  
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    The following week passes in agonizing, numb slow motion.  
 
    I wake the next morning—after Maksim beat the shit out of me and sexually violated me for the first time—in agony. My back is split and crusty with scabs, my hips ache from being banged so hard, and my arm is throbbing, oozing with clear fluid.  
 
    I manage to climb out of bed and hobble to the kitchen so I can thoroughly clean the bite mark. I must before it gets infected.  
 
    Slumping against the kitchen countertop, I grab a bottle of vodka from the side and twist off the cap, keeping all thoughts at bay. I'm in no frame of mind to be thinking. I hold out my wounded arm over the sink, shut my eyes, and pour.  
 
    “Aargh!” I scream my heart out, tipping up the bottle to stop the cold, burning liquid from touching my skin. I'm trembling from head to toe, cool sweat clinging to my flesh. My arm feels like it's double the size because it's so swollen, and the puncture marks burn like a bitch.  
 
    I pour again and scream. Pour and scream.  
 
    By the time the bottle is empty, the wound is throbbing.  
 
    Taking deep, steady breaths, fighting not to pass out, I put down the bottle on the countertop and get the medical kit out of the drawer to wrap up the wound, ensuring it's not too tight nor too lose.  
 
    I roll the bandage around my arm with caution, wincing at the pressure, the smell of the elastic material reminding me of something clinical.  
 
    Done.  
 
    I breathe out. 
 
    It feels better already, though I'm dizzy from the pain and my mouth is watering like crazy.  
 
    I take a moment, holding my dizzy head, trying not to look at the bright ball of fire that is the sun streaming up the sky. I've got such a headache.  
 
    Pouring myself a glass of water, I try for a sip but my stomach rolls with queasiness. I don't think I've ever felt such a vast collection of overwhelming sensations in one sitting before.  
 
    Needing to rest, I grab my phone from the kitchen side—for if Maksim calls. I crawl back into bed, my mind still empty of thoughts. I sleep the day away, occasionally stirring to screams that I recognize as my own. Screams that wrack my body with panic and pain. I don't remember any dreams, thankfully. I can't deal with anything more fucking with my head right now. I need to get over what Maksim has done to me.  
 
    It's midday when I open my eyes again, the sun burning high in the sky, streaming in. Every limb I have feels heavy and tight and my ass is so sore it's almost unbearable.  
 
    There's a text message on my phone from James. He wants to know why I didn't stay with Charlie, if I'm alright, and why I'm not working. I can't even manage a smile about the fact that he cares. I'm too empty. 
 
    Pushing the blankets back so I can get up, I grimace, my hips feeling like they've ceased up. When is the pain going to end? 
 
    In my grasp, the sheets are wet and heavy. I glance over my bed. The white sheets are covered in streaks of dark red blood. My back must've been bleeding while I slept. The notion doesn't bother me. Nothing seems to be bothering me. Yes, I'm in pain, and that's overwhelming, but inside, I'm numb.  
 
    It's been a long, long time since Maksim gave me a hiding like that, and I'd usually be sad with guilt for pissing him off so furiously, but not this time. This time I'm just emotionally numb. 
 
    My throat is raw. I limp to the kitchen for some water, which doesn't make me feel sick this time. I also try to eat a bowl of cereal, barely registering the fact that there's fresh milk and food in the fridge. Hovering over the bowl, elbows on the countertop, I manage a few mouthfuls of cornflakes but I'm just not hungry. I'm in too much pain to do anything other than sleep.  
 
    I use the toilet, heaving at the sight of blood on the tissue, then I slip back into bed and rest for two days without showering.  
 
    Day five: the bite mark on my arm is scabbing over. I can feel the scabs rubbing against the bandage every time I move.  
 
    Lying in bed, I unwind the bandage to let the wound air so it can heal better. I drop the bandage on the floor. Twenty puncture marks I count on my forearm, each one red around the edges and a bit itchy. I try my best not to scratch the wound but it's difficult, like an itch you can't quite reach. 
 
    Slugging it out of bed, I use the toilet and manage a full bowl of cereal today, though only because I need to eat—I need to regain my strength if I'm to heal—then I'm back in bed.  
 
    Day six: I attempt a shower but the welts and cuts on my body are so sore that even I can't bear the pain. I turn off the faucet, then I shrug into a pair of sports shorts and a t-shirt, and I curl up on the couch, watching the sun rise over London with burning orange rays.  
 
    Still, I feel nothing. It's so strange. I don't know what's happened to me. It's like, before this moment I'm in right now, nothing exists.  
 
    I float in and out of a dark slumber.  
 
    Day seven: I endeavor the gym but I can barely make it up the stairs. With one hand, my phone in my other, I grip the banister so hard that my knuckles turn white, but every step I take is like walking Mount Everest.  
 
    Another step and another step. I'm halfway up the staircase now, but I just can't make the rest. 
 
    I struggle for another step, fighting with lower body force, and a wound on my back splits. 
 
    “Aargh!” I scream through closed teeth, and finally, I break down. I can't take this numb feeling anymore. I can't stand the pain anymore.  
 
    Sliding down the wall, I sit here on the stairs, cradling my phone, wondering why I don't feel anything. Wondering why I'm so empty. I want to cry but I can't.  
 
    Is this a result of Maksim or Charlie?  
 
    Charlie... 
 
    “Fuck!” I scream so loud that I can feel my voice in the atmosphere. I thrash my fingers into my hair and pull at the strands, inflicting my own pain.  
 
    It's the first time I've thought of him since... He shouldn't have sent me home early—the week I could have been with him is a week I've been in pain. He shouldn't have given me this damn bracelet. All of this, the pain and the vacancy in my chest, it's all his fault.  
 
    Warm tears spill down my cheeks, and a rush of emotions hit me like a dam has been smashed open. 
 
    I don't want to live like this anymore. I don't want Maksim to hurt me anymore. I just want to find some peace.  
 
    I felt peace while living with Charlie, after the first night with him, of course. But even then, he didn't hurt me. It was all mental. I miss waking up to his little notes in the kitchen, saying, breakfast is in the oven. I miss knowing he'll be in the gym. I miss that excitement I eventually felt when I knew we'd be having dinner together. I miss...him.  
 
    My heart crushing, I scroll through my phone for his number. 
 
      
 
    Decena. 
 
      
 
    The air gets caught in my throat. Tears drip on the screen, making his name look fuzzy. Wiping the tears off with my thumb, I read his number from back to front, storing it in my memory. I delete the name Decena and replace it with Charlie.  
 
      
 
    Charlie 
 
      
 
    I can't explain it, but just seeing his name makes me feel better. My chest tightens—no, squeezes, and a strong sense of contentment comes over me. I cannot even feel the pain anymore.  
 
    I miss him. I miss him too much. 
 
    Before I know it, I'm dialing his number, willing him to pick up because the ringer goes on and on. It takes a moment to register that he's still in England—I can tell by the ringtone—and another moment to wonder why. He said the only reason he was here was for me, and he sent me home, so why hasn't he returned to Mexico? 
 
    The ringer dies off but I call him again, and then again. I won't give up until I've spoken to him.  
 
    “Pick up,” I whisper, blood roaring in my ears. “Please pick up.” 
 
    “What?” he answers snappily on the sixth call, and my stomach sinks.  
 
    “Charlie,” I say softly, “it's-it's Blaire.”  
 
    “Shit, I'm sorry, baby.” His voice softens now, the deeper notes melting my bones. “I was expecting a call from someone else.”  
 
    “Oh...I-well...Shall I call back later or something?” 
 
    “No!” He sounds horrified that I'd even ask. “You can call me whenever you want. I've told you that.”  
 
    I let out a purifying breath of relief. My nose tickles with more tears. It's so good to hear his voice, and it's so good to know I can still contact him whenever I want.  
 
    He tells someone to leave the room, then I hear a heavy door shut.  
 
    “You took your time, didn't you?” he says. “I texted you a week ago.” 
 
    Though it hurts stretching out the tight crusty skin on my back, I lean over with my elbows on my knees and shut my eyes, imagining I'm with him.  
 
    “I didn't read your text,” I say honestly.   
 
    “Why?”  
 
    Pausing, I wonder if I should tell him that I was trying to move on from him, but then I chicken out. “I don't know.” 
 
    “You don't know?” he snaps, aghast. “I knew I should've called you or just come over to your place.” There's a few seconds of silence from him, and I imagine he's thinking hard about something. “So, if you're not calling about my message, then—” 
 
    “What did it say, Charlie?” I ask, wishing I read it now. I should have kept it too, and then I could have looked over it when I felt numb and empty like I did only moments ago. It could have been my salvation.  
 
    “I wanted to see if you were okay,” he says, his voice soft like silk. “And I wanted to tell you that I'm in love with you, Blaire. So in love with you that I can't think of anything else since I sent you home.” 
 
    I'm wordless, choking up, barely tolerating the hit of his confession.  
 
    “You mean everything to me,” he says desperately. “I fucking miss you. I want you back.” 
 
    I whimper in my palm, my emotions imploding. I want to go back, too, but I know I can't, and the thought is like having my heart ripped out. 
 
    “Blaire, you still there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I squeak out. Covering the speaker with one hand, I stifle back my tears. 
 
    “I'm sorry. I don't mean to upset you. I just need you to know that I want you more than anything, Blaire. I want you to come home to me.” 
 
    Home to him. Fuck, that hurts more than Maksim's torture. 
 
    “Where are you?” I ask to divert from my emotions because I cannot stand this chest crushing feeling.  
 
    “At the house,” he says. “Have you spoken to Maksim today?” 
 
    “No.” I shudder at the sound of Maksim's name. “I haven't seen him for a week.” 
 
    “Why do you sound like that?” he asks, and I hear a chair creaking, as if he's sitting forward. “Are you crying? Has that motherfucker hurt you?!” 
 
    “No,” I lie feebly, wiping my nose with the back of my hand. “I just miss you, is all,” I can't believe how easy it is to say that to him. 
 
    “Don't be upset over missing me, baby. Everything's gonna be all right.”  
 
    “It is?” I say, my stomach pooling with hope. I want to go to him. It's such a devastating need. I need him. 
 
    “Yeah, course it is. I'm sorting things. I promise.” 
 
    “Sorting what, Charlie?” I ask, but then my front door clicks open and I freeze.  
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    Maksim, James, and a guy I don't recognize, pile up a whole bunch of duffle bags by my dining table.  
 
    A weak, shivery feeling washes over me.  
 
    One bag is open. There's a ton of money inside. 
 
    “Charlie”—I curve my hand over the speaker and whisper his name—“Maksim's here. I have to go.” 
 
    “No, Blaire, wait!” 
 
    I hang up on him and switch off my phone in case he tries to ring back, putting it down on one of the steps. I peer through the banister rails with fearful eyes, scanning the situation. Ten bags. I count as the pile gets higher, my eyes going back and forth. Twenty bags. Thirty bags. James and the other guy have to do a few runs downstairs, while Maksim wanders my apartment, his shoes delicately clinking against the marble floors. He's dressed in black slacks and a white shirt that's rolled up at the elbows, revealing a gold watch. He looks like he's ready for business. 
 
    As he passes by the staircase, not noticing me, I'm swamped with nerves, trying to figure out why he's here with all that money. 
 
    By the time James and the other guy are done running up and down like headless chickens, there are fifty bags piled around my dining table.  
 
    I want to go to James. He's the closest thing I have to safety right now.  
 
    “My Little Pet?” Maksim calls out from the kitchen area.  
 
    I cringe, trying to be as small as I can.  
 
    “You can leave.” He turns to James by the front door, his voice deceivingly gentle. “Wait for me in the car.” 
 
    “I don't mind staying, Cэp Maksim,” James says, I assume to make sure I'm okay. “I can—” 
 
    Maksim only has to give James an iron stare before James head-bows, casts a sneaky glance around my place, and then he's gone. 
 
    Shit. I don't want to be alone with Maksim right now. I'm in too much pain and terrified he's going to cause me more. 
 
    Maksim saunters through my personal space once more, into the living area, and then back out again. He stops at the bottom of the stairs this time, tips his head back and smiles up at me. “Ah, there you are,” he says, a cunning gleam in his golden eyes. “Are you going to come down and see me?” 
 
    I nod, then I struggle down the stairs, meeting him on the bottom step. I hug myself, shrinking.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” He cocks his head at me, reaches out and runs his fingers down a length of my hair. 
 
    “I'm okay.” I blink at the floor, unable to endure his wicked gaze.  
 
    “Ohhh, now, My Little Pet”—he tugs on the strand of hair—“don't lie to me.” 
 
    I cringe again, expecting a blow for lying. “I'm in a little pain, but I'll be okay,” I say softly, focusing on his shiny oxford shoes.  
 
    “Of course you will be okay. You're strong.” Taking my arm, he helps me hobble over to the dining table, where he insists I sit down next to the duffle bags.  
 
    Lowering onto a chair, I wince as my ass feels the pressure of the hard, flat surface, a jolt of pain shooting up my spine.  
 
    “Hurting?” Maksim says, amusement in his voice. 
 
    Distracted, I nod, peeking over the bags. There has to be millions here in crisp new notes. 
 
    “Do you know what this is all about?” Maksim pulls out a chair next to me, scraping it against the floor. “Do you know why I have so much cash?” 
 
    I peek up at him, taking a wild guess. “Charlie?”  
 
    He said he'd pay Maksim to set me free if he has to, and he's one of the few I know who would have access to this amount of money.  
 
    The way Maksim smiles at me makes my blood run cold. 
 
    “Clever little pet.” He takes one of my hands and holds it in his lap, occasionally squeezing me with long, cruel fingers. “He's paid me to tell you you're free.” 
 
    My eyes enlarge because there's negotiation in Maksim's voice, but then he gives me this surprised look and I glance away, trying to control the brewing of hope inside me.  
 
    “Is this what you want?” he asks, sounding strangely calm. “Do you want me to set you free?” 
 
    I shrug. It's all I have. I'm too nervous to say yes. I'm too nervous to tell him that I want to be with Charlie.  
 
    Tugging at my hand, making me whine out in pain, Maksim forces me to look up at him.  
 
    “Okay.” He nods a few times, turning my hand over so he can see the bite mark on my wrist. “You have two options.” 
 
    My heartbeat reaches its summit, pounding so hard that I'm sure he can hear it.  
 
    “Option one”—he looks up from my wounded arm, right into my eyes—“I'll set you free, but I want you first.” 
 
    I draw in my eyebrows, studying the expression on his face. Lust? 
 
    Does he mean? 
 
    Maksim leans closer to me, his soft, shoulder length hair just touching my face. Dropping my eyes to the floor, I sink into my shoulders. I know exactly what he means. 
 
    “I want to fuck you,” he whispers in my ear, confirming my suspicions.  
 
    I quiver as vulgar, disturbing images romp through my mind, the memory of him fucking me with such viciousness. 
 
    “I want to show you what you're walking away from, Blaire. I want to kiss every inch of you. Make love to you.” He pushes his other hand between my legs and cups my sex over my shorts, making me heave internally. “I want to make you feel good. Know once and for all how much I desire you.” 
 
    I can't take that deal. I can't even entertain it. Charlie won't want me if I'm tainted by Maksim, and I don't want to be on my own. I'd rather stay with Maksim than be alone. 
 
    I wait for Maksim to say, “Option two.” He pauses for a few seconds after, removing his hand from my sex.  
 
    I squeeze my thighs together. My toes curl with nerves.  
 
    “If you won't let me fuck you,” he says, “then you'll stay with me.”  
 
    Still with my eyes down, I whisper, “Okay.” 
 
    “Is that what you want, My Little Pet?” Leaning into me, he kisses the side of my face with suspicious affection, his cold lips chilling me from within. “Do you want to stay with me?” 
 
    “Sure I do,” I lie, squeezing my eyes shut.   
 
    He pulls on my hand again, urging me to face him properly, so I'm practically sitting between his legs. The movement emphasizes how tight and painful the skin on my back is, as well as how new the scabs are.  
 
    “Blaire,” he says my name, causing me to shrink away, “for us to go back to the way we were before Charlie, you have to get rid of him.” 
 
    I blink at Maksim as he sits back, my heart splitting in my chest. I don't want to tell Charlie to go, but if it means Maksim will be nice to me again, I'll do my best to achieve his objective.  
 
    “Charlie won't listen to me if I tell him to go, Cэp Maksim, but...I'll-I'll try.” 
 
    A smile, and then Maksim laughs. “No, My Little Pet. I want you to get rid of him.” He elongates rid. “You're the only person I know who can get close enough to slay him. So I urge you—” 
 
    “No!” I say too abruptly, too willingly, pushing to my feet. My body floods with pain, but I stand my ground. “I won't do that.” I point at Maksim, warning, “I won't kill Charlie.” 
 
    Just the thought of hurting Charlie makes me want to put a bullet in my head. I will if I ever feel the urge to hurt him. 
 
    To my utter surprise, Maksim doesn't look annoyed with me. He looks entertained with my daring. 
 
    “Then, I guess you'd better take your clothes off, my stunning little redhead, so we can say a proper goodbye.” 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    Maksim gets up from his chair and peels off my t-shirt. I look at the floor the entire time, as he pulls it up over my head, leaving me topless. I couldn't bear a bra when I dressed earlier. I'm in too much pain for anything tight to touch my back.  
 
    I descend into myself, hiding in my waist length hair that curtains my nudity, wishing this moment away. 
 
    “You know,” Maksim husks out, his vodka clinical breath blowing over my face, “you are a subjectively beautiful girl.” He pushes my hair out the way to kiss my neck, making me grimace. “But to me, you are the most stunning little thing.” His lips are affectionately inexperienced, rough and hurried as he pecks up my pulsing vein. His kiss makes me think of the way Charlie kissed me, how he took his time when he caressed me, made every touch count, every action executed with tenderness. I never truly understood his attention to detail before today. 
 
    I'm not sure I can do this.  
 
    “Do you want me to make love to you?” Maksim runs his teeth over my collarbone, sending some horrible vibes through me. “Then you can decide between Charlie and me. For the first time ever, you can choose your own path.”  
 
    Brutal silence, and I'm mentally trying to block out his closeness. But then he asks, “Or do you want me to fuck you the way I've wanted to fuck you since I first saw you as a little girl?” 
 
    I try to speak. No. I don't want either offer. While my lips move, words don't come out. I'm silently paralyzed with what's happening.  
 
    Maksim grabs a clump full of my hair and tugs my head back. He then licks up the center of my throat until he's sucking my chin, his saliva trailing my flesh.  
 
    I shut my eyes, trying to deal with this, but then Maksim thumbs the waist of my sports shorts and I can't take anymore.  
 
    “I don't want this, Cэp Maksim,” I say with a sob. “Can't we just go back to—” 
 
    “It's either this,” he cuts me off, sharpening his teeth on my jaw line, “or you will end Charlie Decena. You choose.” 
 
    I press my lips together, suppressing the urge to fight Maksim off my body. I've never felt the urge to fight Maksim before. It's an alien emotion but powerful on another level. Inside, I'm shaking with panic. I just don't feel like I'm his anymore.  
 
    Maksim slips into the front of my shorts, his dusty arm chafing against my abdomen. He finds my sex with coarse fingers. My stomach rolls with dread. I squeeze my ass cheeks together, enhancing the pain inside for a moment. Then my senses narrow as I feel a single finger being pushed in me, sliding through my folds with violent force. 
 
    “No!” I scream, smashing my fists against his chest, forcing him back a step.  
 
    The tension skyrockets, our eyes narrowing in on each other’s.  
 
    “You won't let me have you?!” Maksim yells, his eyes glowing like golden balls of fire. “Nor will you get rid of Charlie?!” 
 
    “No,” I say in defiance. “I won't do either.” For the first time in my life, I look right at him with reprisal, balling my hands at my sides. “You don't give a shit about me!” I shout at the top of my lungs, but the effort tires me out. “All you want to do is hurt me.” My words come out weaker now, as I stagger back to rest against the wall for support, putting my hands on my knees. “I don't want you to hurt me anymore, Maksim. I just want it all to stop.” 
 
    “It is Cэp Maksim to you,” he says, appalled. “And that's not your decision to make. You're mine to do with as I see fit.” 
 
    It's a feeble attempt, but I shake my head. “I'm not yours anymore.” As I say that, his face changes. “You made sure of it when you handed me over to Charlie. A man who has been kind and caring to me. Who made sure I was happy. Why couldn't you ever be kind to me, or even James?” It's like being punched in the chest as I think about my friend, and what he's been through in aid to protect me. “We've given you our all and what we haven't, you've taken anyway.” 
 
    Maksim grinds his jaw, furious, standing there in the middle of my whitewashed apartment.  
 
    “Please, Cэp Maksim”—hot tears flood my eyes as I stare at him, the back of my nose tickling to cry—“tell me why you couldn't be kind to me at least. I need to know.” 
 
    We look at each other, predator against predator. I'd tear him apart if it really boiled down to it, but he knows my subconscious won't allow me to. Or maybe he doesn't. He looks uncertain.  
 
    “Tell me,” I whisper, my voice cracking. “Tell me. Please?” 
 
    “Because...” he's not sure what to say for a second. Then, “Because I knew the moment someone tapped into your emotions”—he lifts a finger to me—“you'd be lost to me.” 
 
    “What?” My face twists with perplexity. “But that doesn't even make sense.” 
 
    “Oh, it does, My Little Pet,” he husks out, deceivingly calmer now. “I don't think you quite realize what you're capable of. I don't think you realize how important it is to keep you emotionless. To keep you totally loyal to me. I need you, Blaire.” His finger circles my frame, emphasizing me. “I trust no one else.” 
 
    “But-but I'm not emotionless,” I say, sure that I'm not. “I've always cared about you.” 
 
    “Because that's all I've ever allowed you to feel.”  
 
    I sob, staring at him through watery eyes. It's now obvious that I could have felt more in my life, been more than what I am, and he stole it all from me.  
 
    “Why?” I say, and he hesitates a second time, so I yell, “Why?!” 
 
    “I couldn't risk unleashing your emotions,” he says with no shame, shrugging. “You have to understand. You are so powerful with your Chinese combat skills and your technology skills, if you ever truly understood your merits on the level that we do, and learned how to be a leader, you'd realize you don't need me. Tatiana wouldn't need me. She'd just want you.” 
 
    I let my head drop forward and cry quietly, gripping my knees with my nails.  
 
    “I did want to be kind to you, Blaire,” he says, and he swears it, holding out his hands like he's praying for forgiveness. “But I'm not that sort of man—I hunger for darker things—and I knew that if I ever did have you, if I tried to sexually bond us, I'd unleash your deepest desires as a woman and you would have longed for that sort of affection, affection I can never give you. You'd have left to find something more, as all women do. Women need to feel love once they've had a taste of it. So keeping that sentiment dormant in you was my best option at ensuring you were always mine. And I'm not sorry.” 
 
    Looking up, I shake my head at him and something in me—my loyalty to him—splinters, because it all makes sense now. The beatings to ensure I was frightened of him. The isolated sexual abuse to connect us on a semblance of an emotional level, as he promised that I was the only one he truly wanted those moments with. Everyone else was just a fuck because he didn't want to rape me. The mental conditioning so I was only able to think of him. His voice in my dreams. The fear that there's nothing else out there without him. The darkness and the coldness that I think was my captivity, which forced me to rely on him for basic things like shelter and warmth.  
 
    It was all for his own selfishness.  
 
    Charlie understood. That's why he's been slowly breaking me down to gain my trust. Why he's been doing his best to peel away each of my layers with kindness. He knew I'd never felt kindness before. It's the only thing that would have ever worked on me. 
 
    “And James?” I say to Maksim, wiping my running nose with the back of my hand as I stand up straight. “Why have you always been so cruel to him?” 
 
    Maksim lifts his shoulders, a merciless display. “I just don't love him.”  
 
    Poor James. My heart breaks for him.  
 
    In emotional misery, I hug my breasts to hide my nudity, feeling too exposed. He’s ripped out my soul and swallowed it whole, so I’ll be damned if I’ll just stand here naked and let him look at me.  
 
    “I can approach your conditioning from a different direction,” he says with a hint of panic, using his hands as a talking point. “We can go back to the way we were. Nothing has to change. Not really.” 
 
    The audacity of him. 
 
    “Where did you take me from?” I say with pure hatred. “I know for sure you didn't buy me from a guy in Russia.” 
 
    He chuckles suddenly, like he can't believe I've just asked that, his face lighting up with impressed amusement. “You're resourceful when I'm not around, aren't you, My Little Pet?” 
 
    I say nothing. I just stand here cuddling my nudity.  
 
    “The IRA was recruiting child geniuses”—he leisurely steps toward me, one hand in his trouser pocket—“so they created a few cryptic puzzles that were sent out nationally in magazines. Your parents let you have a go at them and posted off your results.” From walking toward me, he changes pattern and wanders from left to right, appearing to be deep in thought. I am in deep thought too. I can’t believe I’m Irish. I’ve always believed I was Russian.  
 
    “How does that connect me to you?” I watch him carefully, studying everything he says.  
 
    “Well, stories began flying around the underworld about a little redhead girl in Ireland who had executed the cryptic game, and after doing some extensive research, I found out this girl wasn't just talented. She was exceptionally talented, the only person who cracked the code of the puzzles, and that meant she was born for hacking. The IRA wanted you of course—even submitted an offer to your parents for you—and that was when Tatiana sent me to get you.”  
 
    The shock that comes over me is overwhelming. “You stole me from my parents?” 
 
    He smiles like a dark angel, as if to say yes. 
 
    “Where are they?” I swallow past the growing lump in my throat. “My parents, where are they?” 
 
    “Dead,” he says without hesitation, unbothered by the fact. 
 
    “What?” My heart twists. Any hope I had of finding them shatters right there. 
 
    “Did-did you kill them?” I swear, if he did, I'm not sure I won't slaughter him right now. 
 
    “No,” he says, and I'm swamped with relief. “Your father died two years ago from a natural illness, and your mother...” There's a long, intense pause. “She followed a few months later, maybe of a broken heart.” He laughs with sarcasm after saying that, like the idea is weak and pathetic. 
 
    Perhaps it is pathetic but I think I understand. If you love someone so much and can't live without them, why not die of a broken heart? It's seems as good a way to go as any. 
 
    “Where did you take James from?” I want to find this out for my friend. Maybe he still has someone out there who's looking for him, who loves him.  
 
    “Fuck James,” Maksim hisses, and I know he won't spill his guts. “Where I took him from is none of your business. How long have you known I didn't buy you from a man in Russia, Blaire?” 
 
    I keep my mouth shut about how long I've known and how I know. 
 
    “He told you,” Maksim spits out, “Charlie Fucking Decena.”  
 
    My heart goes a little faster at the mention of Charlie. I should never have left him.  
 
    “Don’t look at me with those doe eyes because I said his name! He’s been using you, you stupid girl. Whatever you feel for him isn’t real, and he doesn’t care about you either.” Maksim taps his own chest, lifting his chin in a pompous manner. “He’s been using you to get back at me.”  
 
    “Lies,” I say through gritted teeth, absolutely sure. “Charlie does care about me.”  
 
    “No, My Little Pet. I am not lying. He doesn’t.” Maksim falls silent for a few seconds, watching me in scrutiny, and then asks, “Did he tell you that he’s had the map of the bank vault since the day he bought you from me? That he’s been ready for the London job for almost three months now?”  
 
    I blink at him, and he nods.  
 
    No. I asked Charlie about what was going on with the job, and he said it’ll happen when it happens. I asked him the first night we had dinner together. He didn’t say anything about a map or even tell me he was waiting on one. 
 
    “He held off on the job for a reason”—Maksim tips his head—“and do you know why?” 
 
    Shaking from head to toe in anger, I say, “I don’t give a shit why.” I can’t even think about the reasons why. I don’t want to consider that Maksim is telling the truth. Charlie does care about me. He does! 
 
    “You and me,” I point at the ground between us, cuddling my breasts in one arm, “we’re done.” 
 
    Maksim’s eyes enlarge with horror.  
 
    Running on adrenaline, I stagger past him and up a few steps to grab my phone. I switch it on with fumbling fingers, trembling impatiently as it loads up. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Maksim says from the bottom of the staircase. “Blaire!” 
 
    When my phone screen blinks white at me, signaling it's ready, I call Charlie. I choose him. I should have chosen him all along.  
 
    His phone rings a few times, while Maksim is shouting, “What are you doing?! Who are you calling?” 
 
    “Shut up!” I yell with all the force my body will allow, moaning against the pain in my back. “Just shut up.” 
 
    “Blaire?” Charlie says on answering. 
 
    “Yes,” I whimper in relief, desperate to go to him. “Come get me, please? I don’t want to be here.”   
 
    “What's going on?” I can hear he's in the car, the engine roaring with speed. “Is he still at your place?” 
 
    “Ask him,” Maksim whispers, nodding a couple of times. “Go on, My Little Pet. Ask him.”  
 
    “Yes,” I say to Charlie, holding Maksim’s golden gaze the entire time. “He is here. He’s...” I go quiet, and I’m not sure if my master is fucking with my mind, but I suddenly can’t focus on anything other than the need to know if Charlie really has had the map of the bank vault for all this time, so I ask. “Don’t lie. Just tell me.” 
 
    I hear the car pull over to a sharp, screeching stop.   
 
    “Blaire,” Charlie says my name with caution, “listen to me, I dunno what he's told you, but—” 
 
    My heart splits in two. Maksim is telling the truth. I know it. I can sense it in Charlie’s voice.  
 
    “I told you so,” Maksim says, fueling my fire.  
 
    “Just give it to me straight!” I scream in frustration down the phone, but then I whimper in pain, my back feeling stretched out. “I’m sick of lies, Charlie.” 
 
    “Don’t trust his word,” Maksim says, battling to coax me. “He will lie his way out of this. He knows you care about him. He will use that to his advantage.” 
 
    I’m scowling at Maksim, furious and heartbroken that he might be right again. 
 
    “Tell me, Charlie!” I scream, my voice breaking.   
 
    “All right, all right,” he says warily. “Just calm down and I'll tell you.” There's a moment of unsure quietness, his breathing heavy down the speaker, then he confesses, “Yeah, I’ve had the map for months.” 
 
    “No,” I gasp, having to grab my stomach because it feels like there’s a sharp knife in me. I’m physically in tatters because of what Maksim did to me but inside, the emotional pain hurts a lot more. “Why didn’t you—” 
 
    “I used you to get back at that hijo de puta, okay? And I held off on the job just in case I needed a reason to send you home early. Fuck...!” He says the one thing I never thought he would, and my stomach twists in more pain. “I served four fucking years in a Russian jail because of him.” 
 
    Agonizing silence. No one says a word for a moment, but then I want to know why Charlie ended up in jail. I search Maksim’s face as I ask, expecting him to tell me. He doesn’t. He’s as impassive as ever, standing there with his arms hanging by his sides. 
 
    “We did a bank job,” Charlie says, “it went wrong and I was the only person with the kahunas to hold off the police chase. Maksim told me that if I got caught, he’d get me out of jail, but he lied about how much control he had over his government. I was forced to serve my sentence.”  
 
    “He-he left you in jail?” 
 
    “Yeah, he did,” Charlie says. “So, I bid my time. I used the time you and I had together to break you down, to make you fall for me so I could teach Maksim a lesson.” He hesitates once more, I imagine gutted that he has to tell me all this. “I wanted you to hate him. I’ve wanted you to hate him for so long.”  
 
    It’s anguish to know he really was using me. Of course, I’ve suspected all along but hearing it... 
 
    “When you said you wanted me from the moment you saw me.” I have to squeeze out every word because my throat is restricted with burning tears. Does he really care about me? Has he ever?  
 
    “Course I fancied you. You're a pretty girl. But I won't lie. I had an agenda, and that was to turn you against Maksim because I'd heard from every person in his inner circle that you were his most valued possession, his Achilles' heel.” Every word he says is like taking a slug to the gut. “Then I was going to send you back to torment him, whether it be physically or mentally, and I was going to leave feeling satisfied that the four years I spent in jail were redeemed. Losing you is worth far more than four years, trust me, I know.”  
 
    I’m not moved by his sweet nothing. I’m too hurt.  
 
    “Why didn't you just kill him, Charlie?” I say, striving to control this possessing urge to cry. It's the most obvious question. If Charlie is so powerful in this world and feared by so many, why not just kill Maksim and be done with it? 
 
    “He’s too calculating for that,” Maksim butts in, and I look down on him. “He fancies darker things than I do, Blaire. Four years of revenge has satisfied him nicely, I will bet.” 
 
    “Death is too easy,” Charlie says eventually, sighing with aggravation. “And that motherfucker knows it—expected it.” 
 
    I'm sure Maksim did. It must have come as a surprise when Charlie asked to hire me, instead of putting a gun to his head.  
 
    “None of that matters to me now, Blaire. You have to believe me. I don't give two fucks about Maksim, or what he did to me anymore. I just want you. I'm so in love with you it's insane.”  
 
    “You could have told me all this, Charlie.” My voice is breaking with tears. I feel like I can’t breathe properly. “All those times we talked and bonded in the kitchen...and you just sent me home? Did you send me home to torment him, as you planned?” 
 
    “No! I told you, I didn't want you to go!” he yells that with such passion, desperate to convince me. “Don't you get that? I want to take care of you, give you anything and everything you desire.” I hear him punch something, probably the steering wheel. “Please, don’t let him do this. I fucking care about you, Blaire! How many times do I have to tell you?” 
 
    I can feel the urgency in him. I believe him. He does care about me. And that's all I need to hear, that he loves me. If his plan was to make me hate Maksim and leave me here to torment him, he wouldn't be asking me to come back. 
 
    “I do get that,” I croak out. It's crazy how I trust him so explicitly, but he's Charlie.  
 
    Keeping a suspicious eye on Maksim—who's now practically blowing steam because he can see that I’m weak to his adversary’s spell—I again tell Charlie that I want him to come and get me, that I can't live like this anymore. “I don't want to be with Maksim. I want to be with you.” 
 
    Charlie exhales down the speaker. “You don’t know how long I’ve waited to hear you say that.” 
 
    James...  
 
    “Can James come with us?” I ask. “Please, I can't leave him here.” 
 
    “If that's what you want, baby,” he says, and I hear that he's smiling. “I'll be with you in less than an hour. I'm already half way to London. Put that motherfucker down if you have to and leave your apartment. Don't pack anything. Just meet me by the river.”  
 
    “What about James? I don’t know where he is.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll have my men get a hold of him. Just get away from Maksim.” 
 
    A great sense of hope makes me smile, even through my tears. I should never have doubted him. I know he truly cares about me.  
 
    “Okay,” I whisper, nodding to myself. “I'm going to leave and wait for you by the river.” 
 
    “No, you're not!” Maksim dashes up the staircase then. I kick him back down, knocking myself over in the process. I drop my phone to grip the banister rails, gasping out in pain as I bump down a few steps.  
 
    Glancing back on instinct, I see Maksim unfold his tall body from the floor and slowly get to his feet, the look of the devil in his eyes. His hair is ruffled and his bottom lip is bleeding. Thick claret slithers down his smooth chin, dripping on the collar of his white shirt.  
 
    “You've gone too far, My Little Pet,” he says, his lips thin as they curl against his teeth. “I feared this day would come. The day you feel something other than the need to protect me. But this is beyond the latter.”  
 
    “And whose fault is that?” I say through gritted teeth. 
 
    I reach for my phone because I can hear Charlie yelling something, but then I see Maksim pointing a shiny silver gun at me. 
 
    I go cold in place, lifting my hands in defense, my phone in one.  
 
    “Put the phone down, Blaire, and I mean it.” He clicks back the hammer, gripping the weapon in both hands.  
 
    “You wouldn't dare,” I say, holding his golden iron stare. 
 
    “No?” He laughs at me, the skin around his eyes crinkling.  
 
    “No,” I hiss. I gain strength on my feet, and while my back is killing me, I lift my chin with nerve. “You won't do it,” I say, almost sure. “You need me more than I need you.”  
 
    “Ohhh, Blaire, if you are lost to me, then what use are you to me?” There's something like sadness in his voice. “I'd rather you were dead than leave me for that Latin fuck!” 
 
    “Drop the gun, Maksim,” someone says from the open front door. “You shoot her and I'll blow a fucking hole in you.” 
 
    I whip my head in that direction, as does Maksim. It's James! He's stalking in across the kitchen space holding a long gun in both his hands. 
 
    “No!” Maksim growls like a dog, his golden eyes blazing. “How dare you even think about pulling a gun on me?!” 
 
    James isn't fazed by Maksim's disappointment and anger toward him, but I'm suddenly so terrified for my friend that I don't know what to do. When it boils down to it, James won't shoot. He can't. We're not wired that way. 
 
    “Ten years I've spent on you both and look at yourselves.” Maksim screws up his nose, shaking his head. “Blaire is a lovesick puppy for my enemy, and you're pointing a gun at me? You should be ashamed!” 
 
    James walks up behind Maksim and points the gun at the back of his head. “You steal us from our childhood beds, and we should be ashamed?”  
 
    “You too?” I say, my stomach flipping. “You know what happened to us?”  
 
    “Oh yeah.” James nods at me. “I know everything, especially the fact that you're my little sister.” He jabs Maksim with the gun, knocking him forward a step. 
 
    My face drops, and I stare in mute shock.  
 
    James is my brother.  
 
    I grab my mouth, barely believing what I'm hearing.  
 
    I had a whole family! 
 
    “How do you know?” I say. 
 
    “You were gone for months, Blaire. I had to find you, so I broke into his office and found the files he has on us. Have you told her why she can't remember anything before you?” James prods Maksim with the gun again. “He used a Chinese experimental drug on us called Wángjí. It literally means forget in traditional Chinese.” 
 
    I'm not surprised by that. I have often wondered why I can't remember a thing prior to Maksim. 
 
    Our master isn't saying a thing, just standing there at gunpoint, shaking from head to toe with pure wrath. 
 
    “Ten years you've stolen from us,” James says, tormenting him by poking him with the gun. “Ten years we could have been with our parents and now they're dead!” 
 
    The way Maksim glares up at me, I really fear for James now. I've no idea why. He's the one with all the power at the moment. But Maksim's face...if looks could kill.  
 
    “You have to leave,” I say to James. “I-I don't want anything happening to you.” 
 
    James slowly shakes his head at me. “I won't let him hurt you anymore. I've done my best to prevent him from sexually abusing you but not enough to stop him from hurting you. I won't let him hurt you anymore,” he repeats, as if it's all he cares about in the world. “I won't!” 
 
    BANG  
 
    A flash of spitting yellow, and then a sharp pain jolts through me, making my entire body quake.  
 
    “No!” James yells.  
 
    BANG  
 
    BANG  
 
    A moment of total quietness follows.  
 
    I feel like I'm floating. 
 
    In the distance I can hear someone screaming. I think it's James. I think he's in pain. I can also hear Maksim screaming, saying this is our fault. “If neither of you broke protocol, none of this would be happening!” 
 
    Pressing one hand to my own stomach, I touch a small wound, soaking my fingers in warm, thick liquid—blood.  
 
    He did it. He shot me. 
 
    My body plummets to the ground. 
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    It's like watching something in slow motion, life actually flashing before my eyes.  
 
    I remember the first time someone whipped me to the point where my flesh ripped open, as if it is happening right now. I am on all fours against a damp, concrete floor. My body is buzzing with a doped-up-confused sensation. I can't remember my own name or how old I am, but I'm young. A man is telling me that if I call for Maksim, he'll stop the beating. “That’s all it takes. Just say his name.” 
 
    Wa-tch! He draws back and strikes, forcing me to arch to evade his attack. Wa-tch! 
 
    “Awh!” I whimper-scream against the next blow, my face crumpled with tears. 
 
    This is the first time I truly need my master, so I beg for him. “Maksim! Maksim! Maksim!”  
 
    Pushing open the heavy door to my cell, he lets in a tunnel of light. He lifts a hand to stop his lackey from hitting me. “Your job here is done.” 
 
    After this day, I start to recognize his presence as protection. When he begins beating me himself, I recognize it as punishment, so I try to be good.  
 
    “Your name is Blaire when you are in trouble with me, and My Little Pet when you are not, do you understand?” Maksim is crouched down in front of me, looking into my eyes as he brainwashes me. “Anything before now doesn't exist.” 
 
    The memory of being strapped down on a chair pulls me in. My eyes are taped open. My arms are hooked up to wires and machines that read my pulse. There's a television hanging on the wall in front of me but it's blank white. I cast a troubled glance about. My cell is dark and cold, causing my breath to mist the air. It smells like piss and something stale.  
 
    Image after image flickers across the television screen, attaining my attention. It's a story about a girl who will do anything to defend her master. She's holding a sword in one hand and a gun in her other, symbolism that she's a warrior. She's me with long red hair, wearing a black combat outfit. Her master stands there at her side with pride, one hand on her shoulder. He's smiling just like Maksim does, as if he has a hidden agenda.  
 
    The images turn into a video. She slices open throats with one clean swipe of her sword, punishment for those who have done her master wrong. She cuts out hearts to prove that she does not have one.  
 
    “She's no longer responsive to fear,” Maksim says. He un-cuffs me from the chair, peels the tape off my eyes, and stares at my deadpan face. “Perfect.” 
 
    Charlie...I suddenly think of him. I visualize I'm smiling at him, reaching out to touch him but he's just too far away. He is the muse of my affections. I don't think I've ever cared so much about someone in all my life. 
 
    “Please stop,” I beg for Maksim's voice playing on repeat to just stop, curled up in the corner of my cell. My hair is just past my shoulders, and I'm nothing but flesh and bones.  
 
    How did I get here?  
 
    A small window up on the back wall brings in a channel of daylight. Dust is trickling through the air, small particles of dirt that are visible in the light. I gaze around, my tear varnished eyes recognizing everything. This cell was my captivity until I was fourteen. There are numbers written in white chalk all over the dark brick walls, some smeared because the ceiling is leaking, water dripping down in places.  
 
    The dripping drives me insane.  
 
    I wrote those numbers. Maksim said they were secret agent codes and that it was my job to remember them all. To prove I could, I covered my cell, the order of sequence just like it was written down in the file. My hands rubbed against the chalk for so long that I had sores on my palms. The sores bled but I kept going.  
 
    “You're becoming a good fighter, girl,” Demetrius says, dragging me to another memory. He's my trainer, a famous Asian Wing Chun artist known throughout the underworld.  
 
    “I'm learning from the best,” I tell him, flexing my hands because my knuckles hurt.  
 
    “Yes, you are,” he says, panting for breath as we stand opposite each other. The space under Maksim's house where we train, just down the hall from my cell, is huge but you can't see how high because the ceiling is pitch black. “Maybe one day, you'll beat me,” he adds with sarcasm.  
 
    I attack him then, going for his face but I change my attack at the last minute. 
 
    The images in my mind zoom in and out of focus.  
 
    “This is James,” Maksim says, introducing him to both Demetrius and me. “He will be training with you.” 
 
    We look at each other as the seconds tick by, while Maksim is ordering Demetrius to teach James one style of fighting, to kill. James is wearing a leash that's attached to a black leather collar wrapped around his neck and a pair of black trousers, nothing else. He's slender, and I imagine hungry. His skeleton ribcage is a disgusting sight, the bones all but screaming their way out of his tightened flesh. He eventually lifts his lips in a smile like he knows me, and I blink at him with confusion, glaring in character. He doesn't know me. I don't even know myself.  
 
    The only thing I know is Maksim. 
 
    Numb to emotions, I stand there day after day, night after night, and watch Demetrius beat James half to death. He will keep beating him half to death until James fights back.  
 
    James begins to fight back, and I feel admiration for him. It's the first thing I remember feeling except for fear.  
 
    When we're alone after training, he starts talking to me, asks if I know who I am. 
 
    “Blaire, when I'm bad,” I say, because my master has told me I can talk to him. “My Little Pet, when I'm good.” 
 
    “It's the same for me,” he says. “Though I'm just called, My Pet.”  
 
    “We should leave,” James says from within my cell this time, as we flicker to another time. He's pointing at the open cell door—my cell door—shaking from head to toe. “Now's our chance.” 
 
    My instincts come over me for the first time, like a red mist erupting.  
 
    “I will never leave Maksim.” I shove James up against the damp, watery wall with my forearm pressed across his now strapping chest, growling in his face, “Disloyalty means punishment! Disloyalty means punishment!” 
 
    “He won't know.” James begs for me to just leave with him. “We won't get another chance!” 
 
    “There's nothing out there for us without Maksim.” My voice comes out detached, but this is me now. “If we're good, we're rewarded with his good mood. If we're bad, you know what happens.” 
 
    “You've passed,” Maksim says from behind. “Take the boy and tag him.” 
 
    After this, I see more. So much more. The years go by in my mind faster than I thought they would.  
 
    Maksim leaves me out in the cold unmanned. It's dark and I can hear rustling in the nearby bushes. He's testing me again. Though I remain on alert incase trouble breaks out, I don't move. I stand there under the trees in my master's garden until he returns and pets me.  
 
    In Russia, it's so cold. My teeth chatter and I can feel the chill in my bones. Maksim leaves me outside Tatiana's house to stand guard. That's when I hear them, the Turks, speaking badly about my master and his master. I pull a knife from my belt and give the first Turk a smiley, slicing through his mouth, unresponsive to the blood pouring over my hands. I cut out the next Turks tongue, so he cannot speak poorly of my people again, then I shove it down his throat. James watches me, doing nothing.  
 
    My reward doesn't come but neither does a punishment, so I'm okay. 
 
    I flash to a corner in my cell, cowering under Maksim looming over me, disappointment ruling his expression. His eyebrows are drawn together, making him look evil. He pulls up the zipper of his trousers.  
 
    “I'm sorry,” I sob, sliding down the cold, damp wall. I stuff my head in my naked knees as I pull them up to my chest. “I'm sorry for saying no.”  
 
    “Please don't hurt her.” James stands there in the doorway, pleading with glossy blue eyes to our master. “I'll do whatever you want, just please, don't hurt her.” 
 
    It's just about to happen—the first time I ever see Maksim fuck James—and then, I go to a place where I want to be this time. I dream I'm lying in bed with Charlie, embraced in his arms. He's playing with my hair, his fingers running through the strands. Maksim is nowhere to be seen, and I like the idea. It's just us.  
 
    “Don't leave me,” Charlie whispers in his familiar, raspy voice. Cupping my face in one large hand, he turns me into him, putting us eye to eye. His are glowing with fear, bluer than I've ever seen them.  
 
    Why the fear? 
 
    “You hear me?” he says, raising his eyebrows. “Don't. Leave. Me. Blaire. Stay with me!”  
 
    Why would I leave him? I'm not missing a moment of this.  
 
    I sigh with contentment and snuggle in his masculine chest, but then somewhere in the back of my mind, I'm sad. I can't feel how warm he is. I can't smell him. 
 
    It didn't happen like this. I could always feel and smell him. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, My Little Pet.” Maksim's voice resounds as if under water. “Wake up.”  
 
    I feel like I'm under water, hovering in and out of certainty. I pull at my hands but I'm paralyzed, my limbs heavy and restrained by numbness. I must be dead—Maksim shot me—but there's a dull ache in my stomach and a tight hotness across my lower back. The pain forces me to register that I'm still alive. 
 
    I pull again. Nothing. It's exhausting. My breath is woozy as I breathe in steadily, whistling from the deep of my throat. I can smell burnt flesh and warm metal. I try to open my eyes. They flutter and spasm but won't open fully. I'm so tired. So tired. 
 
    “I won’t let him hurt you anymore.” James fought valiantly, and I think Maksim shot him for it.  
 
    “I'm going to leave and wait for you by the river.” Charlie is waiting for me. I need to go to him. But I’m too exhausted to battle.  
 
    “Get the doctor.” Maksim's words wave through the air in vibrations. “She needs stitches.” 
 
    Strong hands close around my wrists and ankles, elevating my body. Taut heat races across my lower back like fire. Fuck, it hurts. It hurts so much that I have to forcefully center myself on the weightless sensation of being carried through the air. But then I'm dropped onto a hard, flat surface, whacking my forehead against the pane.  
 
    “Awh!” I gasp out, my skull throbbing.  
 
    The surface is cold, making me aware that my skin is clammy and sweaty, my face soaked in damp lengths of hair. I try to bend my knees so I can get up, but the pain in my stomach is excruciating. I heave against the agony, trying to add pressure to the wound but I can't move. Why the fuck can't I move?  
 
    “Wipe up the blood,” Maksim says. 
 
    I'm still bleeding? That's not good.  
 
    Charlie…He has to know that I care about him. Before I die, he has to know. And I must find James. I need to know that he's still alive. 
 
    Pushing into the hard surface, I strain against my own heaviness. I will myself to get up and fight free of Maksim so I can see Charlie just one last time and find James, but I fall back down with a heavy thud. 
 
    Fuck. I really am so, so tired.  
 
    I suck in another whistling breath to gather my strength, my head hazy, stuffed with cotton wool. 
 
    I need to get up. I need to get up. Come on, Blaire, get up! 
 
    I struggle against the surface once more, but then—wa-tch! I jolt in reaction to the hot lick of a belt across my back, enhancing the ache in my stomach with the sudden movement. It's not a dull ache anymore. It pulses with fire.  
 
    “Welcome back to the land of the living, Blaire,” Maksim says from a distance.  
 
    I blink open my eyes, though all I can see is blackness. 
 
    “Cэp...Maksim?” I croak out, turning my face to the left where his voice came from.  
 
    “Yes, Blaire, it’s me, your master.” His gargling voice comes from the right this time. “Now you're fully awake, I'll make you completely mine.” 
 
    I want to cry because I know this is going to be hell.   
 
    “Let us first list your wrongdoings—”  
 
    Wa-tch! 
 
    “A whip for talking back to me.” 
 
    Wa-tch! 
 
    “A whip for refusing to end that Latin piece of shit.” 
 
    Wa-tch! 
 
    “A whip for refusing me.” 
 
    Wa-tch! 
 
    “Awh, please”—I sob too hard, trembling and flinching—“please, please, stop!” 
 
    “Stop? Do you know what you've caused?” he says with strange calmness. “I'm in hiding, since your lover wants my head on a spike.”  
 
    Wa-tch! 
 
    “Agh!” I groan, sob, and scream because each lashing is harder than the next. It goes on and on, sending me into a fucked up zone. At some point, I think I pass out until— 
 
    WA-TCH! 
 
    “Ouch—aargh!” I grab the edges of the surface, my entire body shuddering awake. That’s the hardest blow yet. 
 
    “Ahhh, you are still awake then?” Maksim says from beside me, his chest heavy with pants. “I was starting to worry.”  
 
    Click, click. I hear the faint hissing of a flame. My mind is too messed up to really register what's going on. I smell metal being warmed up, the metallic scent almost strong enough to taste. I remember the smell from when Maksim burned an M into my back.  
 
    “It's time for the last few letters,” Maksim says with lust in his voice. “Stay still, Blaire,” he warns, and then he burns my lower back with a scorching branding iron. 
 
    “AARGH!” I scream through gritted teeth, clawing at the surface I'm lying on. I can't move because my limbs still feel tied down. I manage to shake from left to right, thrusting my hips trying to get free, but my efforts are useless.  
 
    “How does that feel, My Little Pet?” Maksim says, laughing at me. “Like home?” 
 
    He peels the branding iron off my skin and I slump in relief, panting like a dog, cool sweat veiling my flesh. 
 
    I want to scream some more but I just can't, so I suffer in the silence of pain. 
 
    “Cэp...Maksim,” I gasp his name, turning my head to the other side, wheezing for breath. “Why?” 
 
    “Why? It's the age old question, isn't it, My Little Pet?”  
 
    I can hear sizzling and feel pure heat beside my face.  
 
    “Once my name is burned into your flesh”—Maksim strokes wet lengths of hair back out of my face—“you'll know who you belong to.”  
 
    “Your name?” I ask in horror. “You're burning the rest of your name into—Aargh!” I scream out desperately as he puts the hot iron to my skin again. It crackles, melting through layers of flesh. I beg him to stop. I beg him to forgive my disobedience. “I’m so fucking sorry!” I have no idea where my vocal strength has come from, but it's useless. I'm drowning in my own pleas.  
 
    “I'll stop when I know you're loyal to me again, Blaire.” He holds the iron to my skin for longer this time, causing me to blackout from the pain. 
 
    I wake to cold droplets of water raining down on my skin. I sigh, basking in the tenderness. 
 
    “Cэp Ma-Maksim?” I croak his name, wondering if it's him treating me. Please don't let it be him. Please, please don't let it be him. 
 
    “Yes, it's me,” he husks, and I whimper, all hope of being free of him fading. He kisses between my shoulder blades, making me wince. Then a cool waterfall washes over me. “It feels good, doesn't it, My Little Pet?”  
 
    I moan, wishing for more cold water, and he lays a heavy, cool piece of material over my wounded back. That’s when my mind propels to where the darkness is.   
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    The next time I wake up, the room is spinning and I'm trembling uncontrollably. 
 
    I pant so hard to catch a breath, feeling as though my heart is pulsing on the outside of my ribcage.  
 
    What's wrong with me?  
 
    Closing my eyes, I try to center my world and focus on my breathing but I can't. If anything, I'm panting faster now, drying out my throat. There's a hot sensation in me, too. I am burning from the inside out, warm sweat trickling down the sides of my face, gathering near my eyes.  
 
    High temperature, abnormal breathing, and abnormal heart rate...I'm in trouble. If I can't control my own body, I know I'm in trouble.  
 
    The first thing I do is push against the bed I'm lying on to rise on all fours. I'm no longer tied down. I pull up my knees to rest on them, but my stomach throbs and my back is so raw and taut that I sob out in pain.  
 
    Hunched over on my palms, gasping through my nose, the torture comes back to me in flashes of white light.  
 
    The gun shot. 
 
    The beatings. 
 
    The branding. 
 
    What has Maksim done to me?  
 
    Peering through hazy eyes, I glance about. I'm alone in a strange bedroom with gleaming white walls that won't still—and again, I realize I'm not tied up. 
 
    I need to get out of here while I can. I need to get away from Maksim. He's never been so violent in such quick succession, and I've never felt so disorientated.  
 
    Rolling onto my side, I fall off the bed and hit the floor.  
 
    “Aargh!” I screech, my knees and palms buried in glass. The wound on my stomach pulses, and I vaguely feel blood slithering down my navel.  
 
    I try to ignore the pain and the blood because I need to focus. I need to get out of here before Maksim returns. 
 
    Trembling with fatigue, I fight to my feet, groaning through closed teeth as I stand on the broken pieces of glass, each shard piercing the soles of my feet.  
 
    Why is the floor covered in broken glass?  
 
    My head swirls when I'm upright. I press a hand to the wall but slide against the smooth surface, my hand seeping with blood.  
 
    I don't understand what's wrong with me. I've not been drugged. I know that feeling all too well. No. This isn't the sensation of being drugged. This is an illness.  
 
    Blinking about, I search for some clothes because I'm naked. Even my bracelet is gone.  
 
    My bracelet. 
 
    Charlie. 
 
    My heart twists, but I urge myself to pay attention. I can find Charlie when I'm out of here. Hopefully, he knows where James is. Hopefully, James is still alive.  
 
    Stretching across the far back wall are a collection of white doors. Wardrobe doors? They're too far away. One step, and I'm walking on glass. At the foot of the bed, there's a white shirt. I fall onto the bed with a bounce, enhancing the throbbing in my stomach. I shuffle for the shirt and slip my hands down the arm holes, struggling to shift it up over my shoulders. Every motion is agony, drawing my focus to the splits across my back. As I button myself up, I'm very aware that the cold material clings to my back, like it's soaking through with water or something.  
 
    Blood. It has to be blood.  
 
    Before I get up again, I try once more to calm my heart rate and my breathing, but neither will slow. I touch my chest, feeling my heart hammering against my palm. Maybe Maksim has drugged me? That's all I can make sense of. If he has, that means my mind will be clear in a few hours. I just need to find a few hours of freedom then I can battle for more.  
 
    Thinking on a subconscious level, I knock the pillows off the bed, onto the floor, and use them as a bridge to walk over the glass. My legs are fragile, rickety under me, and I go off balance as my feet sink into the pillows, soaking them through with blood.  
 
    At the door, I pull down the handle and stagger out of the bedroom, clutching my stomach.  
 
    Music. I can hear music booming from downstairs. A party. That means Maksim will be excited on drugs and booze.  
 
    I swallow past the dry-tightness in my throat, willing myself to be as quiet as a mouse. Gripping the banister, I stumble down the stairs and across a small oval entrance hall, my vision a mazy vapor. Everything is enhanced with colors, giving me double vision.  
 
    Front doors. I blink a few times. Definitely front doors. Pulling down the handles, I yank them open and fall through, landing on my bloody palms. I don't scream out, even though I want to. That hurt. With a heavy, pounding head, I negotiate to my feet and stagger across a paved driveway, between tons of flashy cars, leaving a trail of blood in my wake. 
 
    The air is so cold it's hard to handle, making my eyes feel like balls of ice in their sockets.  
 
    A country lane. I gasp in relief, though I have no idea where I am. I'm not near London, that much I'm sure of. 
 
    It's dark. The trees are tall and thick, clawing over me. As I stumble onward, the moon flickers through the leaves in silver streams of light. 
 
    I'm not sure how long I wander around until I see blinding white headlights. I shield my eyes with my forearm, squinting to see who it might be. I haven't passed another house. Maybe this is one of Maksim's friends? 
 
    My heart drops through me. 
 
    The car stops with a jagged screech, and I hear a door clicking open. I stop there, frozen to my core, struggling to focus my eyes. 
 
    Please, don't be Maksim or one of his friends. Please. Please. Please.  
 
    “Oh my God!” a woman says with shock. “Are you okay? Wha-what's happened?” 
 
    I blink up to see who she is, but my vision is so blurry. “Where am I?” I say, wobbly pattering onward. Unable to bear the weight of my own body, I fall into her like deadweight. She catches me around the waist and I scream out in agony, her fingers digging into the shot wound.  
 
    “Ohhh, I'm sorry! I'm sorry!” she cries, helping me sit down on the curb side. “Here. Just sit here.” 
 
    I grab my face, noticing the heat in my cheeks. My skin is really hot. 
 
    “What's happened to you?” that woman asks. “You're bleeding, and you don't look—” 
 
    “A phone,” I pant, wiping my hair back. “Do you have a phone?” 
 
    “Yes!” Fumbling through her pockets, she pulls out a phone and passes it to me. I grab it in both hands and try to dial Charlie's number. He's the only person I can think of who'll come get me. I'm not sure James is okay or even alive.  
 
    My fingers won't still against the digits. My hands are trembling like mad. With the screen glowing, offering me some light, I pause, studying the color of my skin. My hands are really red and blotchy with thin red streaks. Has Maksim poisoned me? 
 
     “Miss,” that woman says, touching my knee, “we should call an ambulance.” 
 
    “No!” I yell at her, then I slowly and shakily dial Charlie's number. The ringer hums on and on and then it dies off. “No,” I whimper, redialing him, panic setting in. “Come on, Charlie,” I beg. 
 
    It dies off again, and now I feel sick with panic. I swallow back a heave. I won't be sick. I won't be sick. 
 
    “Look, I don't know what's happened, but I really think we should get you to a hospital. I can take you.” That woman leans in to scan my face. “You look very poorly.” 
 
    “No, please, just wait,” I plead to her.  
 
    I try Charlie's phone one last time and he picks up, asking warily, “Who is this?” 
 
    “Charlie, it's Blaire.” I hug the phone to my ear with both hands.  
 
    He gasps my name with what sounds like relief. “I've been looking for you for over a week!” He turns his attention to another, saying, “It's Blaire.” 
 
    “Charlie, listen to me.” I gulp down a lung full of air, hunching over to put my head between my knees. “I don't know what Maksim's done to me, but I'm sick.” 
 
    Silence. It's the longest few seconds of my life. Then Charlie reels off so many orders I can’t keep up. “Track this number,” he says to someone. “Get the chopper up. Get the men in their cars. Get every fucking person we have on our side in cars with guns! Blaire, do you know where you are?” 
 
    I peer up at that woman with watering eyes. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Kent,” she says. “Sevenoaks.” 
 
    “Did you hear?” I say to Charlie. 
 
    “Who is that?” he asks, his tone taking a chilling edge.  
 
    “Some woman who just pulled over to help me.” 
 
    “Take her car and go to a police station,” he says in a bizarrely calm voice, then he yells at someone else, “Get a fucking move on!”  
 
    I flinch against his voice. It rings in my ears. 
 
    “Blaire, you hear me, baby?” Charlie says. “Take that woman's car, get to a police station, and call me from there. I'm coming.” 
 
    “No!” that woman screams, staring over me with wide, horrified eyes.  
 
    I don't know what happens, but I feel a heavy whack to the back of my head and I think I faint. 
 
      
 
    ——— 
 
      
 
    “Charlie warned you not to hurt her,” is the next thing I hear. “He warned us all with death threats, so what the hell are you playing at, Maksim-Markov?” 
 
    Maksim's here? That's enough to knock me out cold again. 
 
    For hours, I float in and out of perception, sweating my ass off, and my heart is pounding. 
 
    When I can open my eyes again, I find I'm in the same state. I'm loosely aware that I'm in Rumo's snooker room, slumped in a chair. It's the smell of mucky cigar smoke that gives my location away. No other place on this earth smells like this snooker room. 
 
    There's something cold on my head. A wash cloth?  
 
    “Where are you going to take her?” Rumo says. I only assume it's Rumo because I'm in his house.  
 
    “It's best that you don't know, my friend.” 
 
    Maksim. He is here. 
 
    My heart is already racing through my ribcage, so it cannot possibly go any faster without forcing me into cardiac arrest.  
 
    There's someone else in the room too, saying something in Spanish. Carl?  
 
    “Speak English,” Maksim snaps. “I can't fucking understand Spanish!” 
 
    “Why are her hands and feet covered in cuts?” 
 
    “I had nothing to tie her down with, so I scattered glass across the floor to prevent her from escaping.” Maksim laughs like he's proud. “Though, it seems shattered glass is no match for my little pet.” 
 
    They talk about me for a while. Carl wants to know why I'm in such a state. “What did she do to reap your wrath like this?” 
 
    I study the voices, trying to regain my strength so I can get out of here. I can't go back to Maksim. He'll make me suffer gradually and painfully, until I die. I know he wants me to die. I want to die, too, after all the pain, but not like this, and not before I see Charlie once more. I have to see him. And I have to know James is okay!  
 
    When the voices leave the room, I stumble off the chair, landing on gory hands. The room is whirling and the back of my head is throbbing like a bitch. I cup my face in one hand, straining to my feet. I sway, the soles of my feet tender and shredded to pieces. Using the snooker table for support, I make my way out of the room, blinking rapidly to steady my vision.  
 
    In the welcome hall, I hear voices by the front doors. Maksim and Rumo.  
 
    “I'll pull up your car,” Rumo says. “But that's it, Maksim-Markov. I'm not getting in any deeper. I'm not going to be a part of Blaire's death.”  
 
    I can quite honestly say that in all my life, I've never felt so hurt by someone's words. Maksim really does want me dead.  
 
    “I understand, my friend,” my master drawls. “I just want to thank you for bringing her back to me. I owe you.”  
 
    “I don't suppose I can talk you into giving or selling her to me?” I think Carl says. 
 
    Maksim laughs his head off, his voice echoing through the hall. “I want her death. Not money. I have enough of that now that I have Decena's cash. Pull up my car, Rumo. I need to go.” 
 
    Panic races through me. I've not got long. If Rumo is pulling up the car, that means Maksim intends to leave now.  
 
    Pushing open a set of doors, I struggle into a room I've never seen before. A living room. It's dark and the air reeks of old musk. I lean against a wall and fold over on my knees, gasping for breath.  
 
    “Where has my little pet gone?” Maksim says from the entrance hall. 
 
    I whip up my head too fast and rock off balance. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    I'm either going to have to fight my way to freedom or beg him to just kill me. 
 
    I'll beg him to take mercy on me. He has to see reason. In that dark soul of his, there has to be some kindness in there somewhere. Even I have kindness in me. 
 
    “She must be in there. The door was closed,” Rumo says, and all thoughts of begging go out the window.  
 
    Fuck knows how I manage it, but I dart across the living room, stubbing my toe on something. “Ouch,” I gasp under my breath.  
 
    Another door. I shove it open and stumble through, finding myself in the hall that leads to the ballroom where James and I fought. The floors are so cold that they burn my wounded feet.   
 
    Running my hand along the wall for stability, I make my way to the ballroom, knowing French doors lead off there, into the garden. I can get out of the house through the ballroom.  
 
    “Blaire,” a voice whispers from behind me, and a red mist descends. All my pain fades into the background, and the only thing I can think about is escaping Maksim.  
 
    I spin around. It knocks off my equilibrium. But I'm well aware who I come face to face with. Carl.  
 
    “I won't go back to Maksim,” I say under my breath, and acting on instinct, I swipe for his throat with wicked pursuit. “You hear me?” 
 
    He gasps as I pinch his windpipe, digging in my nails so hard that I draw blood.  
 
    “I won't go back to Maksim,” I hiss in his face, squeezing my teeth shut for strength.  
 
    “Let me go!” he chokes, clutching my wrist with both hands. “I-I'm trying to help you.”  
 
    I'm numb to his plea. He's slowly fading, and I'm slowly ripping into his throat. I don't want to do this but I can't go back.  
 
    “I'm sorry,” I whimper, watching Carl drift away. 
 
    “Blaire!” someone yells from down the hall.  
 
    I freeze, staring at Carl's bloodshot eyes, my own blood roaring in my ears. 
 
    Heavy footsteps come toward me, followed by a fuss of voices.  
 
    Tears stream down my face, bitter tears. Maksim. He's going to take me.  
 
    A hand closes around mine and yanks me off Carl, who crashes to the floor in a pile of skin and bones. That black switch goes off in my mind. I can't stop it. I don't want to stop it. It's the only thing keeping me alive.  
 
    Screaming at the top of my lungs, I pound at God knows who—I'm not even sure if it's Maksim. I don't give a shit if it is. I won't go back to him.  
 
    “Calm down!” Maksim fights to restrain me but I'm going wild, clawing at anything and everything. “Calm down, Blaire! It's me, Charlie!”
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    “Charlie!” I sob out his name, craning my head back to look up at him. I squeeze my eyes shut a few times because I so desperately want to see him, but I can't make out a face.  
 
    “Yeah, baby, it's me,” he says, and I know it's true. I recognize his raspy voice now. “Where did Maksim shoot you?” 
 
    Bursting into tears, I fall into him, letting my vulnerability take over. “He-he's back there.” I swallow down my nerves, hiding in Charlie's body. “Please, don't send me back to him. I don’t want to go back to him!”  
 
    “I'll never send you back to him again. Dios, I’m sorry, Blaire.” Charlie wraps his arms around my shoulders, burying my face in his chest to embrace me with safety. “S'all right. Don't cry. Everything's gonna be all right.”  
 
    He smells like home, clean and soapy and musky. I hold him like I'll never let go. It's so bizarre that in just a few short months, he's come to mean more to me than anyone in this world. 
 
    “Baby, you need to sit down so I can check you over.” He tries to urge me backward. “I know Maksim shot you. I need to make sure the wound—” 
 
    “No!” I protest, clinging to him. I don't want to sit down. I don't want to be anywhere other than where I am right now.  
 
    “All right,” he says. “All right. Just stay calm.” 
 
    I distantly listen to a commotion behind, which I assume is Carl coming around. Then Charlie starts barking orders to God knows who. “Guard this entrance. Guard the front entrance. Have the Scour Detail ensure our exit is safe and get back to me. We need to leave as soon as possible.” A long, questionable pause, before he adds, “Whoever brings me Maksim gets a bonus.” 
 
    “I'm on it, Señor,” someone says.   
 
    “Where did he shoot you, Blaire?” Charlie asks again, kissing my damp forehead. “I need to make sure the wound is clean and bandaged up.” 
 
    “In-in the stomach. And my back...he burned my back.” 
 
    “No...” Charlie urges me back an inch so he can look down on me, but I step into him, gripping his shirt with desperate fingers, not wanting him to let me go. “Baby, s'all right. I'm not going anywhere. I just want to check you over and wrap up your wounds.”  
 
    I sob then, shaking from head to toe. “Please, just stay with me.” 
 
    “I am. I'm not going anywhere, I swear.” Holding me to him in one arm, he lifts my chin with his other hand, forcing our eyes to align. His enlarge and glaze over with guilt. “Dios mío, your face...” 
 
    He's seeing the bruises where Maksim slapped and punched me. He touches them, my black and blue cheek, and my eye. 
 
    “James didn't mention this.”  
 
    “James?” I heave his name. “Charlie, he-he was at my apartment.” 
 
    “S'all right. He's okay. I found him with a few bullet wounds to his shoulder—”  
 
    “Bullet wounds?” Anger comes over me, bubbling in my stomach with such rage I swear if Maksim was here I'd fucking shoot him! 
 
    “James is fine,” Charlie says, reassuring me. “He's had an operation and he's fine.” 
 
    Relief sweeps through me, but it only serves to make me feel ill. I squint through the lights in the hall, a warm rush of nausea coming over me. “I don't feel good.” 
 
    “Sit down then, please. It won't be long before we can leave.” He manages this time to sit me on something hard. The concrete cools the backs of my naked thighs.  
 
    I blow out a long, exhausting breath, and shut my eyes, holding the edges of whatever I'm sitting on. There’s the sound of material being ripped apart, then I feel pressure wrapping around my left knee. It makes me moan in pain. 
 
    “I'm sorry, but I need to stop this bleeding.” Once Charlie is done bandaging up my right knee, I hear that ripping sound again. He wraps more gauze around my palms, first my left, and then my right. It doesn't hurt so much having him fondle with my hands.  
 
    Next, he lifts up the shirt I'm wearing and bundles it around my chest. Cool air blows over my skin. It's so refreshing. I'm too warm. 
 
    “Aargh!” I scream through clenched teeth, as Charlie wraps something around my waist, over the burn on the low of my back and the bullet wound in my stomach. I grip his shoulders instinctively, panting through my nose. 
 
    “That's it. Just take easy breaths.” He lifts my left arm from his shoulder and turns my wrist from side to side like he's assessing me, finding the bite mark. Then he yells in a panic, “Andres!”  
 
    He lays something heavy over my naked legs. It’s his leather jacket. The material is cold but welcomed.  
 
    Charlie crouches in front of me, and I can feel that he's staring at my face. I sit forward, elbows on my legs, trying to control my breathing. Years and years of meditation and I can't control my breathing? I know something isn't right. 
 
    “Is that her?” a man asks in a Latin seasoned voice.  
 
    I glance up with blazing eyes, ready to attack. 
 
    “Relax.” Charlie grabs both my arms on my legs and holds me there. “That's Andres.”  
 
    “Your brother?” I say in a shallow tone, peering back at Charlie.  
 
    He nods at me, his face tight with anxiety. Then he looks up at his brother. “We need to go, hermano. Look at the streaks of red on her skin.” 
 
    “Dios mío!” his brother says. “She's the Irish girl from the missing person's report I got this morning.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yes,” Andres says to Charlie. “Her and her brother were kidnapped from their home in Ireland ten years ago. She looks exactly the same as the girl in the newspaper article.” 
 
    “The boy we’ve got at the house is her brother.” 
 
    Charlie knows James is my brother? 
 
    A blazing pain shoots through my lower back. I screw up my face, reaching around to touch the burn. Gaining height on his feet, Charlie leans over me and a hand lifts the shirt at my back. The anger that comes off his body in waves is stark.  
 
    “I'm gonna murder that motherfucker!” he shouts. “We haven't got time to wait for the Scour Detail. I think she's got blood poisoning.”  
 
    “No, no. Stop, Charlie!” Andres says in a fluster. “If we run into trouble...just wait. Keep her calm.” 
 
    I feel Charlie's presence move away from me, and then I hear the low murmur of his voice, “He's branded his name on her back and bit her arm, shot her, and I’m pretty sure she's got blood poisoning. If we don't leave now, she won't make it anyway. She's dying.” 
 
    Another hand touches my back where the burn is under the bandage, causing me to whine in pain. “Please, don't touch my back,” I sob.   
 
    “Jesucristo,” Andres gasps. “James must've been telling the truth when he said Maksim shot her.”  
 
    Charlie's anger rises, as he says sarcastically in Spanish, “You think?”  
 
    A tall guy whose features I can't really make out squats before me. “Blaire, I'm Andres,” he says in a deep, soft voice. “I'm not going to hurt you, Cariño. I'm just going to look at your arms.”  
 
    “We don’t have time!” Charlie yells. 
 
    “Hermano, let me check her over,” Andres says, and I imagine he’s giving Charlie a serious look because nothing else is said.  
 
    I blink up at Charlie standing at my side, and he nods, so I let his brother examine me—for whatever good it will do. He gently grips my hands and turns them over. I let my head hang, coming down from my rush of adrenaline-panic, but as I do, the tension in my back and the wound in my stomach become unbearably painful. The fuzziness is back. The throbbing in my head makes my skull pound. 
 
    “You're right,” Andres says. “She does need immediate medical attention, but she’s got time.” He touches my inner elbow, which stings a little. “That puta pig has been giving her fluids, I think, so she’s hydrated. If you stay calm, Blaire, you’ll be okay,” he says in my face, warm puffs of air blowing over my cheeks. “All right, Cariño?” 
 
    I nod a couple of times in a hazy state.  
 
    “Did you know he was doing this to her?” Charlie asks someone. “Because if you did, I’ll have your fucking nuts!” 
 
    “No,” Carl chokes out. “I swear. None of us knew.” Between coughing, he tells Charlie that Maksim was warned a few years ago by Tatiana that he's not allowed to whip me anymore. “She's the reason Blaire has money, a car, and an apartment.”  
 
    “How'd you know this?” Charlie sounds dark with intrigue.   
 
    “Maksim's other pet, James”—Carl clears his throat—“he told me. A few years back, Blaire apparently overheard the Turks bad mouthing Tatiana behind her back. She slaughtered the lot of them for it of her own free will, no orders needed. Tatiana found out and commanded Blaire's freedom as a reward for her loyalty.” 
 
    I fucking knew it! For years, I've wondered about her involvement in my freedom from Maksim's house, but now I know for sure.  
 
    “I don't know any fine details,” Carl says, “but James said Tatiana was swooned with Blaire's natural loyalty to her and Maksim, and that’s why she granted Blaire with freedom and protection.”  
 
    “So, why's he still whipping her then, huh?” 
 
    “I don't know,” Carl says. “Rumo is just as confused—and before you think he's betrayed you, he was trying to delay Maksim from taking Blaire tonight. That's why he brought her here and didn't take her back to the whorehouse.” 
 
    Someone butts in and tells Charlie the coast is clear. “We need to leave now, Señor, if we're to avoid a showdown.” 
 
    “Call the Lone MD's,” Charlie says to Andres, his words coming out strained and fast. “Tell them to get to the central hospital, now. Tell them what's wrong with Blaire so they're equipped.” 
 
    “I'm already on it,” Andres says, pushing back from me. “Give her this, just for if anything happens, and put pressure on that wound. It’s bleeding too much.” 
 
    Charlie grabs one of my hands and puts something heavy in my grasp. A gun. He then grabs my other and forces me to hold the wound on my stomach. I whimper because it's agony to touch. 
 
    “Oh, I know it hurts, baby,” he says with raw sympathy in his voice, stroking my hair back out of my face. “But you have to press on the wound to stop the bleeding. I'm gonna pick you up now.” He swathes one arm around my shoulders, the other behind my knees, and lifts me into his chest.  
 
    “Aargh!” I scream-sob through the pain, feeling like my back is being stretched out.  
 
    “I'm sorry but I've gotta get you outa here,” he says. “Let's go.” 
 
    My mind coils as I feel the steady gait of his movements. He's running. An array of heavy footsteps follow. With the pain and the tender feeling of being ill, I just want to shut my eyes. I want to wake up and feel better. I'll feel better if I get some rest.  
 
    “Don't let her sleep,” Andres puffs out. “She'll slip into a coma.” 
 
    “You hear that, Blaire? Don't go to sleep,” Charlie warns, though it's almost too late. I'm so tired. 
 
    “Look at me,” Charlie snaps, his strides long and powerful, knocking me back and forth in his embrace.   
 
    With all the might I have, I open my eyes and lift them to his but I can't really see him. 
 
    “Keep your eyes open,” he says in clatters of breath. “Don't. Go. To. Sleep.” 
 
    I think I nod at him, but I do shut my eyes. I'm just so, so tired.  
 
    Outside, the cold air hits me. My stomach rolls. I'm going to be sick. But then we come to a sharp stop that makes me wince, pulling me back from the sickness and the tiredness.  
 
    “Maksim...” Charlie's tone deepens as he says his name. “I fucking warned you not to hurt her. Did you think I was joking?” 
 
    He's here. Maksim is here. 
 
    Still holding the gun in one hand, I cover my face with both arms, cowering, panic coursing through me. 
 
    “Put-put her down,” Maksim says, his voice dripping in fear as he stutters. “Put-put her down and let's talk, Charlie. Let's not start a war ov-over one girl.” 
 
    “She's not just one girl, hijo de puta! She's the girl.” Charlie's voice vibrates in his chest with raw, inhumane anger. “Andres,” he says, and then I feel someone else's arms around me. Charlie is passing me to his brother, who huddles me against a hard torso, careful not to hold my back.  
 
    Bile rises through me, burning the back of my throat like acid. I lean over quick enough to spew on the ground and not on Andres, gagging and coughing up. I’m not sure what’s coming out of me but it’s not food. I haven’t eaten in a while.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” Andres curses, carefully putting me down on my knees where I let go of the gun. “Blaire, just let it all out. Don't try to stop it.” 
 
    “Maksim,” I retch, trying to stop the nausea. “He's—” 
 
    “Don't you worry about him.” Andres is on his knees with me. “If you need to be sick, just be sick.”  
 
    Holding myself up on all fours, I toss up my guts—I can't seem to stop. Someone gathers my hair at the back of my neck. I heave harder and faster, projectile vomiting through my nose and my mouth. My eyes bulge and water. My stomach pangs in pain. I think I’m spewing up blood.  
 
    I can't hear anything but my own choking, then, “You're dead, as are your lackey’s,” Charlie says in a voice that's strangely unfamiliar to me. A loud commotion trails, which I'm sure are guns going off—  
 
    BANG   
 
    BANG 
 
    BANG 
 
    I cup my ringing ears and hunch over, curling up in a small ball. 
 
    BRATATATAT 
 
    Fuck, my head hurts and I can't see. My vision is so woozy. 
 
    I suddenly think of Maksim, and that he might be a danger to Charlie somehow. If he lives, he could be a danger to James!  
 
    My anew instincts kick in and I don't know how, but I swipe the gun from the ground and battle to my feet in a state of vertigo. I squeeze-blink about. There are soldiers everywhere firing guns, lighting up the night with flashes of burning yellow. More soldiers than I think there really are. 
 
    Double vision. 
 
    Maksim. I squint harder but I can't see or hear him.  
 
    There's a large man standing next to me, one of Charlie’s men. He's firing a powerful machine gun at what’s left of Maksim's security detail, blowing them away. The shots are so close that I can feel my ears pop with each blast.  
 
    “Aargh!” I screech as steely arms close around me from behind. I buckle at the knees with excruciating pain. The gun goes off in my hand with a powerful jolt that sends a shooting pain up my arm, but it's nothing compared to having someone flush against my back. 
 
    “Blaire, stop fighting,” Andres says in my ear, using his full strength to hold me down. “We're here to save you.” 
 
    “Let me go, please!” I beg, burning up with a fever. I claw to get free but I can't. I think I call out again, but I cannot hear my own voice anymore.  
 
    In the distance by a stretch of SUVs, I see Charlie kneeling over someone, pounding him in the face with a clenched fist. He's strangling the man with his other hand, ensuring he cannot escape.  
 
    Maksim. 
 
    He has to pay for what he's done. He has to pay for shooting James. 
 
    “Let. Me. Go!” I scream so loud, a burst of adrenaline coming over me. I fling out my arms, forcing Andres to release me, and stagger to my feet once more. Through the firework of gunshots shaking the atmosphere, I stumble over to Charlie and Maksim, barely registering any pain now. 
 
    “Blaire, My Little Pet?” Maksim's golden eyes, swollen and full of blood, widen at the sight of me. He's gripping Charlie's wrist in an attempt to get free.  
 
    Charlie stops his attack and turns his head to look at me. His face is covered in specks of blood. The devil is in his eyes, blazing with fury.  
 
    “You shot him.” I lift the gun to Maksim and click back the hammer, trembling from head to toe. “You-you've done some terrible things to James, but shooting him? Me?” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Maksim splutters. “I went too far. I realize that now.”  
 
    “Sorry isn't enough,” I say, cold of emotion. Finally, I feel nothing but hatred for him.  
 
    Releasing Maksim, Charlie pushes away from him and stands at my side, his breathing ragged. He puts one arm around my shoulders to hold me, steadying my stance. I notice the gunshots have stopped. It's so quiet. There's an eerie feel to the night.  
 
    Staring at Maksim as he stares at me, I consider two options for him: suffering or death. 
 
    “He has to die,” I croak out, my lips wobbling with uncontrollable tears. “He cannot live.” 
 
    “I’ll do it, Blaire,” Charlie says, but I tell him no. I try to crouch down to my master, to put us eye to eye, but I buckle at the knees. Charlie doesn’t let me fall. He controls my equilibrium, gripping my shoulders tightly in his hands and carefully helps me to my knees.  
 
    Maksim is coughing up blood, straining to stop himself. 
 
    “Blaire,” he chokes, reaching out for my hand with cold fingers, “you can stop this. You can save me.” Holding my hand, he pleads physically, squeezing me. “Don't let him kill me,” he says under his breath in Russian.  
 
    “Why not?” I search his eyes, blinking a few times to clear the white film in my vision. “There is nothing for you anymore.” 
 
    “I won't go to hell yet!” he yells with all the power his body will allow, hunching over on his side in pain to cough up some more. He pulls me with him, and I moan at the pain of my back being stretched out. But then Charlie snatches my hand out of Maksim’s. 
 
    “Get off her, you puta motherfucker.” 
 
    “I cannot go to hell yet,” Maksim’s voice softens as he says that, and I think he's crying. “I am not ready, My Little Pet.” 
 
    I blink tears of sadness and rage, knowing I've failed to do the only thing I've ever known—keep him safe from anything and everything in the world.  
 
    I lean over to say in his ear, wincing in agony, “Hell is ready for you.” And putting the gun to his temple, I squeeze the trigger and blow him away with a thunderous BANG. 
 
    My body doesn't react to the sound, and I don’t move away from him.  
 
    I'm not sure if I shut my eyes, but the world goes black. I feel a strange sense of weight being lifted off my shoulders, like his soul is leaving me. 
 
    We're safe now. James and I. Nothing can hurt us anymore.  
 
    “I'll see you again someday,” I say under my breath, so only Maksim can hear me, “I’m sure.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    I cannot recall a time I felt like this, neither empty nor fulfilled. Somewhere in the middle. Must be the drugs that doctor gave me, keeping me in a hazy state of limbo. But still, I can't deny there is this strange emotion lingering within me, something I've not experienced before. I've just slaughtered my master to save everyone I care about, so I can be with them in total liberty, and all I want to do is get up from the hospital bed I'm lying on and walk out that door right in front of me. I want to escape the captivity of this tiny room and the horrid clinical scent of the hospital. I'm not sure where I want to go. Perhaps I want to stand under the rain, to feel cleansed of myself and completely free—because it is raining outside, spitting against the window above my head. I imagine it’s washing away Maksim's blood from Rumo's driveway, erasing any evidence of his death. 
 
    No matter how much I desire to leave though, I can’t, because I’m sick with infection. I’m lying on my side with cushions propped against my back, keeping me in this position. A lightweight blanket is pulled up to my chin. There’s a sharp cannula inserted in the top of my left hand, feeding my body clear fluids from a medical bag hanging on a tall silver pole next to my bed. A plastic clip is attached to my right index finger, reading my blood pressure and my pulse, a long, droning beeping near my ear. 
 
    Beep...Beep...Beep... 
 
    The door creaks open and Charlie wanders in to stand at my side with crossed arms, painted in specks of dried out blood. He’s followed in by a balding Indian doctor who’s scribbling something down on a clipboard, dressed in a long white coat with a stethoscope hanging around his neck. 
 
    “Dr. Shyam, I want a full medical report while she's unconscious with an internal and external examination, swabs and blood tests, the lot. Don't leave an inch of that girl unchecked.” 
 
    “Do you suspect she's been attacked sexually, Mr. Decena?” the doctor says in Arabic accented English, jotting down Charlie’s every command. “Because I can call in a specialist to check her over?” 
 
    “I don’t suspect”—Charlie's voice comes out harsh with controlled anger—“I know.” 
 
    Of course he knows. Maksim must have confessed what he did to me when Charlie was punching his lights out. 
 
    “And while you're removing that brand from her back, be fucking delicate or we're gonna have a problem. I've seen the way some of you surgeons handle your patients.” 
 
    “We will be extra careful, Mr. Decena, you have my word. I have the best surgeons on hand to assist your girlfriend, so once we get her blood pressure under control, we’ll take her in for surgery.” 
 
    “Good,” Charlie says. 
 
    They’re quiet after discussing me, and then I hear the door click shut. I weakly lift my head off the pillow to look up at Charlie, blinking away the cloudy film in my eyes.  
 
    “Charlie,” I breathe out his name to attain his attention. 
 
    “You’re awake?” He uncrosses his arms and pulls up a chair to sit at my side. “I’m sorry you had to hear that, baby. I thought you were sleeping.” 
 
    “No.” I rest against the pillow with a sigh. “I’ve just been lying here.”  
 
    There’s a moment between us, as we look at each other in connecting silence. Then he smiles at me with pure guilt. “You all right, baby?” He sounds guiltier than he looks. “You in any pain?” 
 
    “No.” I shakily reach out to him, needing to touch him. He takes my hand, causing the cannula needle to pinch, but I don’t care. The muse of my affections, he is, and I miss him so much. His tan is darker against the pale green room we're in, and his unruly hair looks death black under the lights. Maksim's blood is marring his skin under those striking blue eyes.  
 
    “When are we leaving for Mexico?” I whisper, slowly blinking at him. I just want to leave this place forever.  
 
    He flashes me a forced, doting smile, stroking over my knuckles with the rough pad of his thumb. “As soon as you've had the operation, we’ll go.”  
 
    “Today?” 
 
    “Maybe tomorrow morning, baby,” he says softly, tipping his head. “You'll still be asleep but by the time you wake up, we'll be home.”  
 
    Home. It's so weird to hear him say that. It's all he was talking about on the ride over here from Rumo's house, just after I murdered Maksim. In the back of the car, I was vaguely aware that I was curled up on his lap, and he was cradling my head to his chest. I could feel his heart thudding against my ear. I could hear his rushed intakes of breath. He told me over and over what it will be like when we’re in Mexico, and apologized endlessly about what’s happened to me. “I should never have sent you back,” he said, his words cracking with tears. “I should have listened to my brother and kept you. But if you fight to stay alive, Blaire, I swear I’ll make it up to you. There’s a whole life waiting for us.” He kissed the top of my head, speaking to me there, begging me not to die.  
 
    “I'd like that,” I whisper, turning up my lips in another dazed smile. “I’d like to wake up and be at your home. I’d like to see what your room looks like.”  
 
    Another smile—he’s forcing every one, though I understand. He blames himself for the state I’m in, but it’s not his fault. Whether he sent me back to Maksim or not is irrelevant. I would have gone. Nothing could have stopped me. I was programmed to go back.  
 
    “And James will come with us”—Charlie hunches down so we’re a little closer, so I can feel his warmth—“if you want him to, that is?” 
 
    “Yes. He's my brother,” I remind myself, unexplainably content that I still have some family left in the world. “I want him to know that while Maksim is gone, he still has me.” 
 
    “Us,” Charlie corrects, raising his thick eyebrows at me. “James has us both.”  
 
    I search the piercing blueness in his eyes, my emotions for him all but bursting out of me. “Yes. Us.” I shift my head on the pillow, taking in the sight of his lovely face in a moment of gratification.  
 
    “Where is James?” I ask eventually. 
 
    “He’s at the house”—Charlie gestures at the door with a nod—“and he’s fine. Don’t worry. My brother Nic is keeping him company.” 
 
    His brother? I’m not sure how James will feel about that. Judging from what he texted me the other week, he was nervous about the Los Zetas, and now he’s at Charlie’s house with one of the leaders?   
 
    “Why isn’t he here?” I ask. “I’m sure he’d want to be here, no?”  
 
    Charlie can’t look at me as he says, “He feels too guilty to see you like this.” 
 
    “Mr. Decena”—the Indian doctor interrupts our conversation, coming inside the room—“Blaire is ready for the next shot of antibiotics.”  
 
    Charlie lets go of my hand and turns around in his chair to usher him forward. “Come in then.” 
 
    On command, the doctor carries in a medical tray and puts it down on the bed near my stomach. He picks up a syringe and flicks the tube before inserting it in the cannula, making my arm rush with cold. I wince because it’s uncomfortable. He then checks the monitor beeping by my head, and writes down some notes on his clipboard.  
 
    “How’s her blood pressure?” Charlie asks, still sitting in the chair at my bedside. 
 
    “It’s coming down, Mr. Decena. She’s doing okay.” 
 
    Charlie nods a couple of times, satisfied to hear that. For some reason, I can't help thinking about when we lived at his house, how at home and safe I felt there, the times we shared together eating in the kitchen, talking and holding each other...the mornings I woke up tangled in his arms. 
 
    Why did I leave him to go back to Maksim? It’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. If I’d stayed, James wouldn’t be wrecked with guilt and none of this would have happened. 
 
    “Blaire, you with me?” 
 
    I blink up at Charlie, coming back from my thoughts.  
 
    “You know,” I say, my tone low and soft, “maybe we can put Mexico on hold for a while. Maybe we could go back to your house here, and it'll be just like before when it was just us. We can stay in my room again.” My foggy head likes to imagine life as it was. It was perfect. There was no Maksim, just Charlie and me. Just how I want it to be. 
 
    Just as it is now. 
 
    And now James will be there too.  
 
    “If that's what you want,” Charlie says. Reaching out, he wipes a few loose strands of hair back out of my face.  
 
    I take his hand from my face and hold it, fiddling with his long, callous fingers. It’s then I see the bloody bandage on my wrist, covering Maksim’s bite mark. My bracelet is still gone. I stare at my wrist where it should be, eyes welling up.  
 
    “What is it, Blaire? What’s wrong, baby?” He turns his head and snaps at the doctor, “What did you give her?!”  
 
    Dr. Shyam flinches away, obviously scared of Charlie. “It-it was just a strong dose of antibiotics.”  
 
    “My...my bracelet,” I croak out, my nose tickling to cry. That silly piece of metal has come to mean so much to me, and I fucking well earned it. How dare Maksim take it from me! 
 
    “Hey”—Charlie gently squeezes my hand—“Don’t be sad.” Pressing his foot into the floor, he lifts his hips off the chair so he can dig through his jeans pockets, and shows me my bracelet. 
 
    My mouth opens to a huge O. I can't even put it in words how I feel. Despite it all—the suffering and the pain, broken by the thought that James might be dead, thinking I'll never see Charlie again, and killing my master—I think I'm finally happy. 
 
    But, do I deserve to be happy? 
 
    Charlie unclips the pulse reader from my finger and slips the bracelet over my right hand this time. He then puts the pulse reader back on, clicks the clasp shut on my bracelet, and lifts my hand to his mouth, kissing my inner wrist. We stare at each other in this moment, the rest of the world nonexistent. All I can see is his handsome face and those powerful blue eyes. I care about him so much it’s painful. 
 
    “Blaire is ready for the anesthetic now,” the doctor says. “I can administer it but we will need an anesthetist present pretty soon after she goes under.”  
 
    Charlie glances at the monitor. I notice the beeping has slowed, but then it picks up as fear belts through me. Some people don't wake up from anesthetic, and given my physical state, I'm frightened I won't make it through the operation. I'm frightened I'll be joining Maksim sooner than I want to and that I’ll never see Charlie or my brother ever again.  
 
    “Charlie”—I stare at him in obvious fear—“if I don't wake up, you-you'll take care of James, won't you? You won’t send him away because I’m gone?”  
 
    “Hey”—he leans into me so we're eye to eye, his widening in what almost looks like anger—“don't you dare say things like that, Blaire. You're gonna wake up. You're gonna be fine. I'll be there while you have your operation, and I'll be there when you come around. Nothing bad is gonna happen.” 
 
    I swallow down my nerves, shakily nodding. 
 
    “Don't be scared, baby. You know I won't let anything happen to you.” His eyes examine mine in a desperate attempt to keep my focus. “The sooner the operation is done, the sooner we can leave and go home and everything will be fine. It'll be just like before, except there'll be no one between us, all right? And James will be there. We’ll both be there for him.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say in a bated breath. The idea is comforting, so I hold onto it.  
 
    “Here, I’d like to do that.” Charlie reaches for the syringe, and the doctor doesn’t hesitate to give it to him. Though, he does help guide the needle in and tells Charlie to press down on the syringe slowly.  
 
    I stare at Charlie the entire time, urgently storing the image of his face in my memory, so I can dream of nothing else but him. I don’t want to dream of Maksim and his torment.  
 
    My vein burns with cold, the medicine spreading through my bloodstream.  
 
    “If you can count down from ten,” the doctor says, I think to me, “it will help you doze off.” 
 
    “Charlie,” I breathe out his name, fading toward a foggy vapor. Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven... 
 
    Charlie cups the back of my head and draws me closer to him, so we’re mere inches from each other. I want him near. His clean musky scent and the warmth of his body calms my nerves. He kisses my lips with the softest of intentions, like if he kisses any harder I might break. My heart squeezes. It's like all those times before when my chest squeezed but I now realize it was my heart all along.  
 
    “I love you, Blaire,” he says softly against my mouth. “Now close your eyes, baby, and think of something nice.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    BLAI2E (Blaire Part 2) available now. 
 
    BLAIR3 (Blaire Part 3) coming soon. 
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