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CHAPTER ONE

“Kill me.”

Torin

“IGOR IS HERE.” 

Petrov lets himself into my office, pulling the door closed behind him to shut out the pulsing, migraine-inducing music of the club.

With a grunt, I bounce my gaze from the surveillance monitor up to him in brief acknowledgement. “I saw.” 

He runs his palm over his gel-slicked hair and straightens his jacket. “He asked to speak with you.” 

Of course, he did. 

Rubbing my hand across my bearded jaw, I watch the subject of our conversation on the monitor. At the bar, standing next to one of his “investments.” To anyone who isn’t watching close enough, it’s innocent; just another customer chatting up a stripper. But I see the subtle grip of her elbow, the closeness of his mouth at her ear, the baring of his teeth. No doubt reminding her who owns her. No doubt grilling her for information. 

About me. 

“Let him wait,” I tell Petrov. “Ten minutes. Then send him in.”

“He will not like that he has to wait, boss.” 

I flip open the lid on the box of Cuban cigars sitting on my desk. Take one out. “Too bad I don’t give a shit.” 

Petrov sighs and leaves. 

I scowl down at the cigar, rolling it between my fingers. I’m a by-the-job smoker. A loathsome habit I slip into only if the job I’m working, and my assumed “character” requires it. Otherwise, I hate everything about the act. When you’ve grazed death as many times as I have, when you’ve lost as many people as I have, you develop a different kind of affinity for life, and you don’t risk what fragile hope for longevity you have with shit like smoking.

But here, in Russia, I’m Marvin Marino. Millionaire Don from the Cosa Nostra with secret ties to Bratva, who fled to Moscow from the US to escape a nasty war and lay low for a while, under the protection of the Bratva. 

While here, Marvin Marino realized there was money to be made from bitches. A few months later, ‘High Score’ was born, a high-class gentleman’s club with cream-of-the-crop, international dancers.

Perfumed with arrogance and a bad attitude, Marvin Marino takes pleasure in illegal, expensive-as-fuck Cuban cigars, Tom Ford suits, flashy cars, and caged whores. 

So, I pick up my 8-ball lighter, spark up the cigar, and take a deep drag, slowly easing into character. 

By the time Petrov ushers Igor into my office, it’s grayed with swirls of smoke. 

Igor Gusev is sickeningly pale but stalwart, with a prominent nose and a brown smile. All hail Moscow’s most untouchable human trafficker. 

“Marino,” he greets with an unctuous and deceptive smile. 

I remain seated. What little respect I’ve gained in the short time I’ve been here wasn’t earned by licking boots. I’d established myself with arrogance, assertion, and aggression, leaving no room for questions or doubts that I was who I said I was. 

It goes without saying that I’m not liked or welcomed. I’m a foreigner in a land of prideful men, who’s set up shop on turf I don’t own. 

Careful plans are being made to take me down, no doubt, but I don’t intend to be here long enough for them to succeed. I’ve scarier devils that I’ve made deals with, devils bigger than them, bigger than the Bratva. So no, I’m not worried. As long as I complete my end, I’m covered. 

“Igor,” I say in turn. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” 

He unbuttons his jacket and lowers down into one of the two chairs in front of my desk. “It appears that every time I come here you are doing even better.” 

“That’s the idea.” 

He leans over and plucks up one of the cigars from the box, then runs the length of it under his nose. “How are my girls doing?” 

“Earning.” I puff out a circle of smoke. “And when they’re here, they’re my girls. Do remember that.” 

He grunts. “Mine, Marino. Always mine.” 

Not about to give him the fight he’s looking for, I ask, “Again, to what do I owe the pleasure?” 

“Business, of course.” He produces a lighter from his pocket and lights up the cigar. “More business.”

“You got fresh meat?” 

“Not exactly,” he replies. “Old...but still fresh.” 

I wait for him to explain. 

“Two Diamond girls. The Black one and the other one with the fat cheeks.” He sucks on the cigar then almost chokes on a cough. “They are not favorites at the house. Not earning, and I am this close to doing what I have never had to do before; send a Diamond girl to the first floor.” 

“Still waiting to hear the ‘business’ part.” 

“Well, you know, there are certain types of men that appreciate those…how to say, heavier, discolored girls, yes? Men of your kind,” he says. “And there are two teams of them that are coming in for a football tournament next month.”

“Men of my kind?” 

“Yes. I mean, ah, how to say, the neg—” He breaks off as he begins to enunciate the word and stares daringly at me. Defiance, indecision, and hesitation warring in those vacuous beady eyes.

Say it, motherfucker. Fucking say it if you dare.

He sniffs, glances down at the cigar, then back to me. “The discolored kind.” 

He watches me for a reaction, a flinch, his shoulders squared in defense.

It’s still an insult worthy of me swiping my blade across his throat, but again, I don’t give him the fight he’s looking for. This is not the battle I came to fight, and only a neophyte would allow themselves to get derailed by this kind of deliberate antagonism. “Ah, I see.”

“These sports type do not, how do you say, fornicate with the whores between games. Something about saving the oil for endurance.” He laughs at his own humorless joke. “But they will do the strip club and the alcohol, yes? So how about I give you two-for-one on the low-quality girls.” 

Disgusting piece of shit. It’s taking everything in me not to reach over and slam his face to the edge of the desk over and over until it cracks in fucking two, blood and marrow gushing out. “I think my ‘kind’ will like the girls I have here just fine. Already got a full house.” 

He leans back and thinks on this, conniver that he is, then says around another mouthful of smoke, “Our deal on Kimbella is up next week, yes?”

“Correct.” 

“I know I agreed on a renewal, but I will need to put a delay on that.”

He’s so smug in his decision, thinking he’s pulling one over on me. “Kimbella’s my biggest earner here.” 

“Mine, too,” he returns. “You must imagine it was extremely hard for me to rent my brightest Diamond to you.”

“What I paid you for her, is double what she would’ve earned you in a year at the house, so cut the bullshit.” 

His jaw ticks. 

Yeah, he hates that. Hates that I’ve got money and he needs it. I’ve been offering him deals that no one else has ever offered. The sums I offer to rent a single girl from him is not something he can comprehend, too good for him to pass on. And the fucker hates me for it. Wishes he could just take it all from me and put a bullet in my head instead of doing any kind of business with “my kind.” 

“Well, the decision is made. I will collect Kimbella next week.” He outs the cigar on my desk then stands and straightens his jacket. “The two-for-one offer is still on the table. But I will need an answer by next week. Otherwise, I will start shopping them out elsewhere so they can start earning their keep.” 

Petrov follows him out, and I out my cigar in the tray and toss the revolting thing in the bin. 

The disguised door in the right wall of the office opens and Reuben saunters in. It seals back in place behind him as he yawns and scratches his jaw. “Heard all that. Sounds like we’re in the homestretch.” 

Lacing my fingers behind my head, I rock back in my chair, look up at the ceiling, and sigh. Exhausted. “Fucking finally.” 

My phone vibrates on the desk. I glance down.

 

Jhay Byrd calling…

 

On cue.

I hold my breath and hope this is the call. ‘Cause, man, I want to be done and out of this damn place. 

“Tell me we’re good, Jhay,” I answer, “’cause I just got another perfect opportunity and I don’t wanna lose it.” 

A raspy chuckle. “Well, that’s a bummer. Was hoping I could get another job out of you while you’re still there.” 

“No.”

“I could make you.”

“Kill me,” I dare her. “Then good luck trying to find another me.” 

She can kill me. In a blink. And even if she couldn’t find another me, she could make one. But with this organization, one of the most powerful organizations in the world, puppeteers of world leaders, showing any kind of fear or malleability is a bad move. And death, they need to believe you don’t fear it. No weak spots, or they’ll attack it hard to get what they want. 

A long pause. “Okay, fine,” she sighs out. “We’re good. I’ll instruct the team to give you whatever you want. Until next time, Torin Garza.” 

The call ends. 

I glance up at Reuben and almost smile. Almost. “It’s time.”




 

CHAPTER TWO 

“Not like the others.”

Lyra

HE’S HERE AGAIN. 

Though it’s not for me. 

It’s never for me. 

As he strides with austere confidence through the main area of the checker-floored penthouse, where all the Diamond Girls are lounged in racy lingerie like oiled hens primed for plucking, he casts a brief glance at me. 

It’s uninterested. Dismissive. Meh. The same glance tossed at me by ninety-nine percent of the men who pass through here. 

Unappealing. Unappetizing. Unattractive. 

The lascivious, lip-licking, palm-rubbing reactions are reserved for Kimbella, Zoey, and Jess. Everyone’s favorite Diamond Girls. 

I’m not jealous of them. Relieved is more like it, considering I’m not here of my own free will and am not spreading my legs for despicable strangers because I want to. I don’t have a choice in the matter, so I deem it a boon that I’m not appealing enough for these men. I take their snobby once-overs as a compliment. 

Here, in Russia, the men seem to prefer women who look like trees in winter—skinny to the bone and pale to near translucency. 

There’s too much flesh on my body. Too much width to my hips. Too much tits and ass. Rolls on my stomach when I sit. Skin too tan—thanks to my Grecian-Romanian mother. Thick lips that ask too many questions, and wide eyes that observe too closely. 

The men who choose me are usually distinct foreigners, passing through for the night or a weekend. Blacks, Latinos, and the occasional Italian. 

Which is why, when he walked in the first time and didn’t choose me, I was left stunned.

Men who look like him always go for me or Simone—the only Black Diamond Girl here. 

I don’t know what he is. He speaks the Italian tongue as well as English, and has a smooth, burnish complexion—like bronze, or topaz. Silken dark hair and moss-green eyes.

Since day one, I’ve been perpetually repulsed, by everything and everyone. Only managing to make it through each day—without stealing a knife and sticking it in my throat—by taking the pills that are offered; pills that numb me and make me forget myself and my predicament. 

But the first time I saw him, my body reacted in a way I still can’t comprehend. It wasn’t with revulsion, or fear, or anger, or hate. Wasn’t with any of the revolting things I generally feel toward each ballsack that prowls through this penthouse, looking us over like plums in the produce aisle, picking the rosiest, the juiciest. 

No, what I felt was something else. Something delicate. Like a dulcet melody that only I could hear. Something I can’t quite explain.

And, for the first time since I was smuggled here, I wanted to be chosen. I wanted him to look at me with those austere green eyes, I wanted to see lust and desire seep into them, and I wanted to watch those thick, brown lips form the word, “You.” 

Of my own free will, I would let him have me without resisting, without gagging, without screwing my eyes shut and counting the minutes until it was over. I would even let him kiss me if he wanted to. 

Alas, all I’ve ever received from him are cursory, dismissive glances. He’s been a client of the Diamond Club for over a year now and he’s never once chosen me.

The Bronze Man doesn’t stop for anyone this time, though, and instead heads straight for the stairs. Igor’s office is upstairs, so he must be here for another meeting. 

Oleg and Viktor are standing at the interior balcony that overlooks the entire main area, keeping watch on us. They offer chin jerks to The Bronze Man as he strides past them. 

With a sigh, I sag in my chair and fold my arms over my stomach to hide the rolls. Not because I care, but because I just need to breathe for a bit after sitting up straight and sucking in for so long. Something I have to do when we’re on display, otherwise I get barked at or smacked by Igor for looking like a “svin’ya.” Which Oleg had derisively informed me means “pig.” 

I sweep my gaze around the room. Eleven women. All from different backgrounds. Prisoners inside a tenth-floor penthouse in a foreign country. 

Diamond Girls. The label given to the “rare and valuable captures.” 

We are stolen princesses, heiresses, or spawns of the filthy rich. 

For Igor Gusev, it’s apparently a sort of proud brag to be in possession of such privileged breeds. Pedigrees. Seeds of the wealthy who believed their money was tall enough to protect them, to wall them away from devils like himself. I assume he grew up poor, as he seems to have a strong detestation toward the inherently wealthy. 

I’ve heard whispers that, after three years, after we’ve been “used up” and are no longer “profitable”, he ransoms Diamond Girls back to their families.

I’m sixteen months in, and I’m counting the days. Though I’m worried—considering I’ve been classified as a “low performer”—that I won’t be “used up” enough in twenty months’ time.  

No one is coming to save me. 

 

~

 

IGOR’S DIAMOND GIRLS are given the “privilege” of this luxurious penthouse in a ten-story building smack-dab in the middle of a busy city. Either Igor is greatly untouchable in this country to be able run such an operation in such a busy location, or he’s hiding in plain sight. 

Diamond Girls are also given weekly beauty treatments, strict dietary plans, and monthly checkups by a stony-faced female doctor, who somehow manages to look us in the eye with apathy while she sticks her gloved fingers inside us. 

Diamond Girls are available only to the deep-pocketed big-wigs who demand “clean, healthy, and compliant” girls, and extreme confidentiality.

How fortunate. 

The “regular” girls are on the floors below. The “low-value” ones that are pumped full of drugs and sold to anyone no matter their stature.

Even in captivity, I’m still privileged. 

And at the same time, still not enough. 

All of us, who’ve been rudely ripped from our lives and smuggled here, have, at some point, come to the realization that no one was coming to save us. That juncture where we said goodbye to hope and shook hands with acceptance. 

And, with all hope gone and nothing left to hold onto, the Diamond Girls stopped seeing themselves as captives and began seeing each other as competition, wanting to be the one to win their master’s affections. 

Smug when they’re chosen. 

Flaunted when their master Igor praised them. 

Felt special when he took them off to fuck them. 

Of the fourteen Diamond Girls, Kristie and I seem to be the only two who are still aware of who and where we are. We haven’t lost sight of the fact that we’re women who were abducted and forced into prostitution. 

Kristie, though, doesn’t have the luxury of being as unpalatable as I do. She’s stunning. Tall, thin, and submissive. So she’s right up there with Zoey and Kimbella as the “clients’ favorites.” 

She told me she’s the daughter of some mega pastor in Canada, that she’d devoted herself to living a life of purity and doing God’s will. Yet this is where it got her.

 I’ve held her hair back while she puked each time she returned from a session. I’ve hugged her to my chest while she cried rivers of tears saying she couldn’t do it anymore and just wanted to die. 

“Kill me, Cola. Please, please kill me,” she would plead with wracking sobs. And I’d talk her down each time. Whispering promises I didn’t believe. That it would all be over soon. That help was coming. That she needed to trust that her God hasn’t abandoned her. 

Except her god did abandon her, didn’t he? 

At the sound of the telltale chime that signals when someone’s entering the penthouse, I sit up straight and suck in my stomach, plastering on a fake smile. 

When Dimitri, another of Igor’s men, comes into view, I drop the smile and exhale a silent breath of relief. 

Kimbella sashays in behind him, wheeling her small suitcase. With legs for miles, her white-blonde hair kisses her waist, and her blue eyes are bright and sparkling. 

Igor’s golden hen has returned. 

Kimbella claims she’s a princess where she’s from, though she doesn’t tell us where that is. Since she speaks with a strange accent and her English isn’t fluent, I assume it’s some obscure European country. 

Breezing past us, she flips her hair and smirks, and I wonder about her family. If her disappearance has left them mired in grief and misery. If she has a mother somewhere drowning in depression, not knowing that her daughter is having the time of her life here. 

As she and Dimitri disappear down the hall, I shift my gaze to Kristie. She’s sitting at the far end of the long S-shaped sofa, staring off into the fireplace with black, vacant eyes.

Sucking in my stomach, I get up and hastily cross the room to go sit beside her. She doesn’t even blink. Gosh, I feel for her more than I feel for myself. As I run my fingers through her brown tresses and rest my chin to her shoulder, I don’t miss Zoey’s eye roll.  

All eyes are then drawn upward as The Bronze Man strides from the direction of Igor’s office, along the length of the interior balcony, then down the stairs. In a long, chestnut-colored coat with a black turtleneck sweater, black slacks, and polished leather boots. 

He looks so regal and dangerous at the same time. No-nonsense, but still...warm...in a sense. I wish I could crawl into that coat with him and let him smuggle me away. 

Let me be your slave.

I remember the first time he came in, on a gust of icy November wind. With stern features and a perceptive gaze. As harsh as he appeared, he didn’t emit the same odious, reprehensible aura as all the others who prowled through here did. 

Still, I knew he wasn’t a good man. There can be no goodness in a man who supports forced prostitution. Knowing this, however, did not impede the inexplicable pull I felt toward him. A pull that made me want to smile at him, talk to him, be in his presence. 

But, alas, we aren’t allowed to speak to a client unless he speaks to us first. 

Twice a month he came in. Always on a Monday. And he’d pick either Kimbella, Zoey, Kristie, or Simone. Take them to a room upstairs and would return exactly fifty-eight minutes later, with two minutes to spare from his hour—yes, I count them. And apparently so does he, because how else could he be so precise and exact each and every time? Does he calculate his thrusts beforehand? Allot a quota of minutes to each sexual act?  

Control freak. 

By April, he’d stopped taking girls upstairs and instead started leaving with two or three of them at time. They’d be gone for anywhere between two weeks and a month. 

Once, one of the girls had whisper-asked Zoey, “Where does he take you for so long? I mean, what does he make you do? Does he fuck you every day?”  

Zoey had flipped her hair and giddily replied, “To his strip club. We dance on stage, but the men aren’t allowed to touch us.” Then she’d dropped her voice to whisper, “Best of all, no sex. But he makes us promise not to—” She’d stopped abruptly and straightened up, refusing to say more. 

Now, as he descends the stairs, the Diamond Girls preen. Even Kristie, her blank stare sparking to one of hope, of earnest.

But The Bronze Man just walks right out without sparing any of us a glance. 

“I don’t understand,” one of the girls whines. “If Kimbella is back, why didn’t he take any of us?”

As they all begin to trade suppositions, I nudge Kristie and ask in a whisper, “What’s it like with him?” 

She sags, as if trying to disappear into herself, and replies in a voice so wispy it’s as though she’s responding to herself rather than to me, “Not like the others.” 

Frowning, I ask, “What does that mean?” 

Before she can answer, the chime sounds, and two men stroll in. Oh, this duo. Two twenty-somethings who always come together. 

Kristie glances up at them and her face crumples, gripping my hand and squeezing my fingers so hard it hurts. But I let her, because I understand. 

The lanky Russian on the right is obsessed with her. Chooses only her. And I don’t know what on earth it is that he does to her once he takes her upstairs, but she always gets trembly and petrified when he walks in, then dissolves into a tearful mess after he leaves. 

As he strides up to us with a deceptively charming smile and holds his hand out to her, Kristie gives my fingers one last squeeze, sucks in a deep breath, and stands. 

The man settles his hand at the small of her back and leads her toward the stairs. 

His friend does the same with one of the others. 

Oleg and Viktor watch us from the interior balcony like angels of hell, chatting and snickering. Viktor, leaned against the railing with one hand rested readily on his ever-present gun. Oleg, slicing a pear with his switchblade and eating the pieces directly from the sharp edge. 

No one is paying attention to her. 

Not even me. 

She’s the quiet one, the meekest of us all. Daughter of a pastor. The most compliant and well-behaved of all the Diamond Girls. The complete opposite of me—the defiant svin’ya. 

That’s why no one could’ve foreseen Kristie stopping with an abrupt halt, then pivot to push the lanky Russian with all her might. She pushes him so hard that he crashes back into his friend. The friend crashes into Oleg, and Oleg loses his balance at the same time he starts choking. 

His pear and switchblade clatter to the floor and his hands fly up to his throat. 

The friend catches his equilibrium and tries to help Oleg. But Oleg is wild with panic, eyes wide, so both lose their balance and end up flipping like coins over the interior balcony, bodies crashing to the checkered marble floor. 

While Viktor and the lanky Russian are distracted by the fall, Kristie lurches forward and rips Viktor’s gun from his waist. 

“Suka!” Viktor growls, and lunges at her, but halts when Kristie points the gun at him. 

“DON’T!” Kristie shrieks. “Come near me and I will shoot you!” 

Viktor laughs derisively, then sneers, “How do you think this is going to play out, glupaya suka?”

A small, shaky smile pulls at Kristie’s lips as she replies, “Even better than I imagined.” 

Before I can scream, “Kristie, no!”, she presses the gun under her chin and pulls the trigger. 

She’s dead before she hits the ground.

Until now, I’d had no idea blood could splatter so far and so wide. 

It. Is. Everywhere. 

Around me, the Diamond Girls are screaming like banshees.

Igor comes barreling out of his office, face twisted with rage, demanding to know what’s going on. 

Oleg is rolling around on the floor, choking to death. 

As all hell breaks loose around me, I just stand in the midst of it all, arms loose at my sides, not shocked or stunned as I should be. But…jealous.  

I feel jealousy toward Kristie. 

Envious, even. 

If only I had the fucking guts, if only I was as sure of the purity of my soul like Kristie was, that could’ve been me. 




 

CHAPTER THREE 

“You two?”

Lyra

THE DOOR BURSTS OPEN AND LIGHT floods the room. 

“Get up!” Igor growls. “Pack some things. You leave now.” 

Sitting up in the bunk bed, I yawn and rub my eyes, but don’t bother moving because I know he doesn’t mean me. I’ve not been out of this penthouse since I was brought into it, dizzied and incoherent. 

As the other two girls in the bunk across from mine starts to clamber out, he tells them, “No, not you two.” Then jabs a finger at me. “You.” 

I blink from momentary shock. Me? Leave? To go where? 

“Move, svin’ya. Now!” 

Igor’s bark jolts me from my stupor into action. As he stomps away, I jump down from the top bunk, then halt at the sight of the empty bottom bunk. 

Although it’s been over a week since Kristie left me behind, it still hits me like a ton of bricks each time I jump down from the top bunk and find the bottom bunk empty. I know she’s at peace now, free, but that doesn’t mean I don’t miss her. She was the only one I connected with here. 

With a wistful sigh, I pad to the front of the room and grab a backpack from the communal bin next to the dresser. I’ve never had to use any of these bags before, because, again, I’ve never been chosen to leave. Whatever “leave” even means right now. 

I toss in several lingerie sets and my heels. Two lip-glosses and a face powder. Everything is free use for all to share. As I go to throw in one of the hairbrushes, Tessa snaps, “You can’t take that one. It’s the only brush that works for my hair.” 

“Whatever,” I mumble, and pick up a wide-tooth comb instead. 

I change out of my nightgown into one of the two skank dresses that were given to me, then pad into the bathroom and freshen up before packing my toothbrush and moisturizer as well. 

Once I’m done, I start to leave the room but then stop and turn. Tessa and Danielle are sitting up in bed, watching me with strange expressions.

I pad over to their bed, lower my voice, and ask, “Any idea where they might be taking me?” 

Tessa lays back down and pulls the blanket over her head. 

Danielle shrugs, and there’s pity in her voice when she replies, “First floor, maybe. Kimbella said she overheard Igor telling Oleg that he was thinking about moving you and Simone down there.” 

I suck in a sharp breath, then exhale on a wave of acceptance. Of course. It was bound to happen.  I’ve been here sixteen months and still haven’t proved myself “worth the investment”—Igor’s words. I’d been hoping to be offered back to my family for a ransom, but seeing as I’m far from being “used up,” being a low performer and all, of course he’s not going to let me off that easy. Imagine being in a situation where being “used up” increases your chances of survival. 

Nodding, I turn and plod dejectedly out of the room. 

As I shuffle down the hall, I can hear Igor’s harsh voice, growling at someone. He’s been in a violent mood since Kristie’s death. I’ve been staying out of his way and complying without backtalk. I may be the most unmalleable Diamond Girl, more trouble than I’m worth, but I do know when to act out and when to fall back. 

The last time Igor was in a mood like this, he slammed a girl against the wall and strangled her until she turned blue and went limp. We’d thought for sure she was dead. 

Fortunately, she survived.   

Entering the main area, I see Simone waiting with a backpack of her own, flanked by Viktor and Oleg, and my stomach sinks. A small part of me had hoped against hope that Danielle’s “first floor” assumption wasn’t true.

Judging from her scowl, Simone isn’t happy to see me either. Anyone would’ve imagined that Simone and I would be the ones who bonded, considering we’re the only two Diamond Girls labeled as a “bad investment,” and are constantly glowered upon with resentment and disappointment by Igor. We’re the black sheep. The low performers. The rarely chosen. 

But, just like the others, she’s desperate to please Igor. To gain his approval. As far as she’s concerned, I’m her competition. 

The girl disappoints me. 

Igor marches into the room and waves his hands dismissively, impatiently. “Take them. Go. Go! Worst investment I ever made, these two. Worthless. Just worthless!” 

As Viktor and Oleg start to lead us out, Igor grabs my upper arm, digging his fingers into my flesh as he snarls, “Try anything like your glupyy friend and I will slit your throat myself.” 

I don’t know what “glupyy” means, but coming from him, it can’t be anything good. And since I don’t appreciate anyone talking bad about Kristie, I hiss at him like a snake, baring my teeth and jerking my arm from his grip. 

Then, I brace myself, expecting him to backhand me.

I’m shocked when he doesn’t.

He just growls “urodlivaya svin’ya” under his breath and stomps off. 

Exiting the penthouse feels so strange, so foreign, that I pause at the threshold, feeling crippled, like I’m committing a grave sin.

A sharp poke at my back from Oleg nudges me forward. “Move.”

I do, shuffling alongside Simone to the elevator. When my arm dares to brush against hers, she elbows me and I sigh. If she knew where we were going, she wouldn’t be so haughty.

The elevator ride is quiet, and I watch the illuminated “G” with a frown. That’s ground floor, not first floor. I exhale slowly, quietly. Maybe Danielle was wrong.

When the elevator stops and the doors slide open, Viktor says, “We know this is yous’ first time out in public, but we do not need to remind yous’ how to behave, do we?”

“No,” Simone says quickly. 

When I don’t answer, Viktor nudges me and prompts, “Do we?” 

Refusing to answer, I bite my lip and fight back the urge to tell him to go to hell. 

Oleg glares as he throws his heavy arm around my shoulders, which comes off as casual as he leads me out of the elevator. A control move. As lax as his arm around me appears, there’s no escaping it if I dared.  

The upscale look and feel of the lobby surprises me. It’s like…a luxury hotel. Lofty. Sumptuous. There’s even a concierge desk. 

Two men with suitcases are being “checked in” at the reception desk.  

Two women lounge in the sitting area, laughing and gabbing over coffee cups. 

It all looks so real. Legit. Innocuous. 

The excess in security, however, is a dead giveaway that this is all staged. 

There are about eight different men in security uniforms just prowling in the lobby. I’ve been to a lot of luxury hotels in my short life and I’ve never seen this level of security in just the lobby, in addition to the security cameras covering every inch of the area. 

This is how they get away with it all.

I’m forced to keep up with Oleg’s wide strides as we move through the lobby and out the tinted glass doors.

Frigid air bites into my skin like teeth of ice. 

But as glacial as the air is, I want to weep from just being able to feel it. 

Fresh air.

I’m outside. 

I’m. Outside. 

I inhale deeply, appreciatively, filling my lungs and fighting back tears. 

It’s somewhere around six in the morning. We had all just gone to bed after another long, torturous night when Igor later burst into our room. So right now it’s dark, wet, and cold.

Still, there are people everywhere, moving at hurried paces in either direction. Bundled up in thick coats and scarfs, winter hats and gloves. 

Across the street are two police officers, one sticking a parking ticket under someone’s windshield wiper. I almost snort. He really thinks he’s doing something, doesn’t he? When right across from him is a ritzy brothel, packed with abducted and imprisoned women. 

There’s a black car waiting on the curb, breaker lights on. Oleg urges me toward it when I lag.

Furtively, I try to catch the attention of someone, anyone, to plead for help. But that’s the thing about busy cities; people are forever in a rush, too caught up with their own running thoughts to see what’s right in front of them. Igor couldn’t have picked a better location to run his sordid business. 

Simone and I are prodded into the waiting car first, then Oleg and Viktor get in on either side of us, sealing us in. In the front seats are Dimitri and Pavlov, another two of Igor’s trusted men. 

The car merges into traffic and all four men proceed to gab in Russian. I gaze out the windows at the passing lights, at the buildings, at the moving cars with new appreciation. Should, by some miracle, I survive this, I will never, ever take my freedom for granted. 

The drive isn’t long. In about fifteen or so minutes, we’re in the parking lot of an establishment. A wide, rectangular building lit up with neon-pink light all around. Above it, a glowing sign reads: High Scores Gentleman’s Club. 

My heart falters, and my neck heats. 

A strip club. 

Oh. 

Oh.

This is his club. 

He’s chosen me. Finally. And I don’t know if I should be excited, or terrified. What I do feel is pathetic that “excited” is even a consideration. I’m losing my goddamn mind. 

The car parks and Simone and I are all but dragged out of it. Dimitri and Pavlov get out as well, and Oleg and Viktor get in the front seat, then back out of the parking lot, leaving us.

We’re grasped by the elbows and urged toward the building. The wide, black door swings open and a tall, half-handsome, half-menacing man in a pinstripe suit steps out. 

Holding the door open, he scowls at the men. “They’re sixteen hours late.” 

His accent is British. Hmm. Not Russian. 

Dimitri shrugs. “Igor is, how you say, in a mood.”

“I don’t care about his mood,” the English snaps. “This is business.” 

A derisive snort from Pavlov. “Let your boss take it up with our boss, yes?” 

“That I will do,” the English mumbles under his breath as he steps aside to give us pass. 

 “Move it, svin’ya.” I’m shoved roughly through the door, as if it’s my fault Igor’s in a snit. But I don’t complain, because I’m desperate to get out of this biting cold in this skimpy ass dress. 

We pass through a narrow entrance, which spits us out into a large club. The lights are dim, and the chairs are turned upside down atop the tables and stage. A graying woman in blue overalls is mopping in the far back. 

“Take them upstairs,” the English orders.

“We do not work for you,” grumbles Pavlov. “We are here to keep watch over our girls, not to take orders from you.”

“Bloody fucking hell with you two grumbling wankers,” the English growls. “How has Igor kept you fucktwits around for so long? You wouldn’t last a day with me.”  

The two men huff with indignation, but escort us up the stairs. Metal stairs. The unsafe kind with huge gaps in between. 

We’re then lead down a hall of red doors, a left turn, and a few shuffled steps later we’re in front of a paint-stripped metal door. 

Pavlov produces a key and unlocks the door. Then he bangs it open and shoves us in, barking at us for no goddamn reason except to be an asshole. 

Inside the room is decorated quite nicely with pinks and purples and has two plush-looking full-sized beds with thick comforters and fluffy pillows. 

 It’s two occupants sit up in bed and rub their eyes. 

Kate and Zoey. 

“Zoey,” Pavlov barks, “you will tell them how it works, yes?”

With that, we’re pushed further into the room and the door is slammed behind us, followed by the telltale click of the key in the lock. 

Caged again. 

Zoey’s eyelids flutter, and I think she’s blinking sleep from her eyes before I belatedly realize it’s from shock. 

“You two?” she asks in disbelief. 

Kate flips over to face the wall, mumbling, “I’m not sharing a bed with either of them, Zoey, so you better get over here.”

I pinch the hem of my dress and curtsy. “Your royal highnesses.” 

Simone rolls her eyes at me.

Zoey flips back the covers and climbs out of the bed on the right. “Okay, you two can take this bed. I’ll fill you in later about the rest, if that’s okay. We had a busy night and I just really need to get some sleep.” 

“Of course, that’s fine,” Simone replies. “No problem.” 

I curtsy again. “Spasiba.” 

“Quit being a bitch, Cola,” Zoey snaps as she crosses over to Kate’s bed. “You’re always such a sarcastic cunt.” 

While Simone glowers at me as if I’m the reason for her troubles, I amble to the bed and carelessly drop my bag to the floor. Then I kick my shoes off and climb under the covers. 

“Turn off the lights!” Kate whines. 

I arch a brow at Simone. 

Do the queen’s bidding, girl. Since you want to climb up their asses so badly.

With an inaudible mumble under her breath, Simone flicks off the lights. 




 

CHAPTER FOUR 

“Something that will numb me.”

Lyra 

A VOICE I HAVEN’T HEARD IN a long time pulls me from the depths of slumber. 

Damon Salvatore.

I knock the covers off from over my head and flip onto my back. Mounted on the wall across the room is a flat-screen TV I hadn’t noticed last night, and The Vampire Diaries is on.

There are several televisions back at the penthouse, but no international channels, so all the girls watch on them are news and Russian soap operas. 

And me, I read. 

All day long.

At the penthouse, there’s a room upstairs adjacent to Igor’s office that’s like an asylum. White all around with no furniture and all the windows boarded up. We call it “the dark room”, ironically, because it’s where Igor sends us when we misbehave. Locked in, isolated, no food. 

With me being me—unyielding and lippy, constantly chafing against Igor and his men—I spend at least two weeks out of every month in that room. Starved and sequestered. 

There are a lot of books in the house, however, because the lady doctor who examines us bi-monthly brings us a stack of books in English each time she comes. When I’m in The Dark Room for punishment, Igor does allow me a book inside.  So reading is all I ever do. It’s quite possibly the only thing that’s kept me sane. 

Now seeing a familiar TV show, hearing these voices…it feels like waking up from a deep, deep sleep. 

God, I want to weep. I never imagine Damon Salvatore’s annoying waggling eyebrows would bring me such peace.

Such a simple thing, yet so monumental at the same time. 

 Kate and Zoey are sitting up in bed, backs against the headboard, attention trained on the television as they stuff their faces with burgers.

Burgers? Where’d they get those? 

I glance around the room until I spot the trays with takeout containers, coffee cups, and bottles of water on top of the white, low chest-of-drawers. 

It’s food. Like, real food. Not carrots and broccoli and cauli-fucking-flower. I spot actual carbs and sugar on those trays. 

When I was first taken, I was about 180lbs. Even though I stand at five-feet-ten and hide weight well, my “excess weight” was deemed a travesty. Determined to turn me into a skeleton, Igor placed me on an extreme diet of nothing but fruits, vegetables, beans, nuts, and water.

I’ve dropped thirty pounds in the first couple of months. However, my body type is not built to be skinny, and there’s nothing I can do about my wide hips or D-cups, so after losing an additional five pounds, that was it, my body rebelled and locked itself into a state of, well, nothing. I’ve neither lost nor gained an ounce since. And that pisses Igor off, so fruits, vegetables, beans, and nuts are all I’m ever allowed to eat. 

While the others are treated to fast food bi-weekly, I’m always forced to sit and watch them eat in front of me. 

Seeing those takeout containers now, it’s taking everything in me not to lurch off the bed and dive face-first into it all. But I know that’s what Zoey and Kate are probably waiting to see. 

A tiny sniffle catches my attention, and I look down to where Simone’s form is outlined under the covers beside me. I’d assumed she was still asleep but apparently she isn’t. Her eyes are red, wet, puffy, and her lips are pressed tight together as though she’s fighting with all her might to not make a sound. 

Simone isn’t one to show weakness, but I know all too well that sometimes the hopelessness and dejection can become so unbearable it saps up every ounce of strength and can no longer be kept in. Lord knows I’ve had my own bouts of secret tears.  

As her sad, wet eyes lifts to mine, I mouth, “Don’t lose hope.”  Then I tug the covers up over her head and give her the privacy she needs. 

 

~

 

“SO, HOW DOES it work here, Zoey?” I ask through a groan two hours later.

I’m curled up in a fetal position as nausea presses down on me like consequences of a bad decision. I’d barely even finished my food when I was sent running to the bathroom to hurl it all back up. It was violent, like an allergic reaction, my body intensely rejecting every morsel of food I swallowed.

Now my stomach feels like it’s gasping while nausea rocks me.

But it’s darkening outside the windows and I’m still uninformed on what the hell is expected of me here. 

Zoey sighs as if I’m a nuisance and hits pause on the TV show. “Well, if you couldn’t already tell, this is a strip club. It opens at ten and we’re supposed to get on stage and dance and give lap dances. The men aren’t allowed to touch you. Sex is optional. Some will proposition you, but since we’re not working for ourselves and all monies will be taken from us at the end of the night, what’s the point, right? 

“Here, all we’re expected to do is dance and entertain, nothing more. Whatever else you do is up to you. Important, though: Igor doesn’t know that sex is optional. His men planted here think that’s what we do each time we’re taken into a private lap-dance room. But the truth is just among us, okay?” 

Oh. “So, it’s just the four of us?” I ask. “This is a big club.” 

“No, there are other dancers. But they are not...like us.” 

“You mean they’re free? Not captives? Not victims of human trafficking?” 

I just feel like it should be said out loud, and hopefully it’ll jolt her ass back to reality. 

Her gaze drops to the remote in her hand, her fingers trailing idly over the buttons, her voice weak as she replies, “Yes.” 

“Do they know about us?” 

Her shoulders jerk in a shrug. “I don’t think so. If they suspect, they’re probably too afraid to ask.” 

“So at the end of the night, they just pack their things and go and we get locked in here, right?” 

“Oh, fuck off, Cola,” Kate spits. “Yes, we know we are prisoners. We know we are sex slaves. But so what if we have different ways of coping with it all?”

I smile. “Just checking to make sure you’re both still aware of it. The reality, that is.” 

“Whatever.” She flips me off and stomps to the bathroom, locking herself inside.

I bring my attention back to Zoey. “I don’t know how to dance.” 

She leans back against the headboard. “I couldn’t either when I first came. But the men don’t really care, to be honest. They’re just here for the nudity.” 

“Oh, okay.” 

“Just...be careful what you say or do, okay? William pretty much intimated that a lot of the men here, even the security they hired, are in Igor’s pockets. His spies.” 

“William?” 

“The tall, ill-tempered Brit.” 

“Oh. Well, it makes sense,” I say with a shrug, “that Igor will do whatever to protect his ‘investments’. Making sure there’s no escape for us.”

“Yeah...” Her voice is sad and sorrowful, and it makes me happy. Her braincells aren’t lost after all.

 

~

 

THE THUMP THUMP thump of the music downstairs thrums through the building later that evening as we take turns doing our hair and make-up and get dressed in the usual attire of next-to-nothing. 

To think, I used to be so prudish pre-abduction. Now being half-naked has become like second nature. Perpetual. I’ve grown so accustomed to perverted eyes and hands violating my body that my skin no longer crawls and I no longer drape my hands across myself to hide. 

I’m forever changed. The old prudish, prudent, and positive me with dazzling hopes for the future died the night my virginity was violently stolen by Igor. To “break me in.”

We’re soon allowed out of the bedroom—aka holding cell—and ordered to get downstairs and start working. 

Zoey leads the way, reminding us of the club rules and the prices for lap dances, basic versus private. 

I peer down as we move along the corridor. Crawling with bodies and dazzling with a kaleidoscope of lights, the club is a stark contrast to when we came in this morning. On stage, two strippers grind against each other. And I’m so damn jealous of them. Jealous that they get to choose this life. That they can just quit if they feel like it. That they get to go home at the end of the night to their families and loved ones.

Kate and Zoey split away from us as soon as we hit the bottom of the stairs. 

Simone wraps her arms around her bare mid-drift, seemingly intimidated by the crowd. 

“Are you all right?” I ask her.

She looks at me and makes as if to say something, but then turns and walks away from me.  

Oh well.

I weave through the crowd, making a beeline for the bar. Igor does allow me alcohol as well as those pills that make me feel like I’m floating on clouds, so that’s one thing I know for sure my system will keep down. When I get to the bar, I recognize the server behind it as the tall English man from this morning. 

William. 

I lean my torso onto the counter. “Hi!” 

He pops a brow at me as he pours tequila into a shot-glass. 

“Are we allowed to drink?” I ask over the music. 

He slides the shot-glass of tequila to the waiting customer. “Yes, but with limits.” 

“What’s the limit?” 

“Two beers max, or one shot of hard liquor.” 

“In that case, can I get a shot of the strongest thing you have behind there?” I say. “Something that will numb me.” 

Though his gaze narrows on me, he nods. Pours me a shot, then slide it across the counter to me. “Spirytus Vodka.”

“Spasiba,” I say with a salute, then dump it down my throat. 

“Hi, sweetheart,” slurs an accent-heavy voice from my left. An arm snakes around my waist, an erection pressing up against me. 

“Hey, hands!” William barks at him. 

The man backs off me. “Sorry, sorry. I forget about your stupid rules.” He hiccups. “Are you up for a lap dance, sexy love?” 

“Sure, handsome. But I’m up on stage next,” I lie. “I’ll find you afterward, alright? “ 

He gives me a grimy grin then blows me a kiss. “I will wait for you, sweet angel.” 

As he stumbles off, William gives me another raised brow. 

“I’m really sorry,” I say hastily. He might be behind the bar, but he obviously has some level of authority around here and I’ve just brazenly turned money away in front of him. “The alcohol just hasn’t kicked in yet.” 

He moves on to the next customer. 

Yup. I think I’m in trouble. 

With a sigh, I turn from the bar, willing the liquor to make haste permeating my system. I sweep my gaze around the club, over bobbing heads and through throngs of bodies, searching... 

For someone...

Someone tall, and dark, with devastating green eyes. 

He sure is different from Igor, in that Igor likes to make himself seen, heard, known, so there’s no mistaking who’s in charge. But I’ve yet to set my sights on the man who’s in charge here. 

I spot Igor’s men around the club, however. Pavlov and Dimitri hovers close to Zoey, while Viktor watches Kate like a hawk as she gives someone a lap-dance.

 I’m considering sneaking off to the bathroom to see if I could get away with hiding in a stall for the rest of the night, but I’ve not made it more than two steps from the bar when I’m accosted by another customer. 

 

 

 

AN HOUR later and I’ve fast realized that strip club goers aren’t the same as Igor’s clients. These men don’t care that I’m not a stick figure or that my belly isn’t paper-flat. Or maybe they’re just too drunk to give a damn. Much to my dismay. 
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