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PROLOGUE
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I STARTED PACING THE cabin again, shielded from the men only by the glass, and tried to cover my body as the waves of the panic attack hit: the shortness of breath, the tightness in my chest, the sensation of being swallowed by something unknown. I tried to lift my eyes and focus on my breathing, and when I finally looked up... I was met with two blue spheres.

I couldn’t have explained it then, but something in the gaze of the man appraising me from inside the booth made me stop spinning and just look at him, the panic receding for a moment. Unlike the others, I saw no admiration or lust in his eyes.

I saw pity.

And I must have been going insane, because that man was there to, supposedly, buy me. He was as much a criminal as any of them, but even knowing all that... I couldn’t look away. I knew they were talking about me, knew my entire life was being decided right there, but for a few seconds, time seemed to slow, because his eyes were locked on mine, too.

Not on my almost-naked body.

His eyes were directly on mine.

He saw me.
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CHAPTER 1
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Tara Madison

Washington D.C.

“TARA.”

I looked away from the window, where the night was unfolding over Washington, a cold wind washing over me as I closed my eyes to feel it more intensely. I loved the sensation of the wind embracing me; I felt a sense of freedom. A freedom I didn’t have.

Not yet.

Today had been my performance at the John F. Kennedy Center, and my parents had been there, drawing all the attention to the perfect family that the great Senator Thomas Madison wanted to portray for the media. There were so many photos, forced smiles, and words cast to the wind. Lies. I just wanted to get away and feel the night. Even if it was cold.

“Don’t stand at the window so long. It’s cold, you’ll catch a chill. We have the official luncheon with the Prime Minister of Canada tomorrow; it’s not good form to appear ill,” my mother said in her bored tone.

She could pretend it was maternal concern, but I knew Rosely Madison. She projected the perfect family. Imagine what it would do to her reputation if her only daughter showed up to an event sick. Her entire life, the only word that ever made sense in my mother’s vocabulary was perfection... at least for her. It mattered little that my father had countless mistresses or was abusive at times; she was happy to pretend nothing was wrong as long as the media painted us as a perfect, happy family.

I stepped away from the window and was about to excuse myself to head to my room when her voice sounded again, in its usual condescending tone.

“You missed two chords today, Tara. I didn’t buy you a Kuhn-Bösendorfer and pay for the best piano conservatories so you could botch your solo and embarrass us.”

I took a deep breath. It was a slip of the thumb that could easily have passed for an appoggiatura in the melody, but of course, it wouldn’t escape her ears. Not Rosaly’s, who had put me in the best schools and directed my every step, living her life through me. It was incredible how she still had the power to make me feel small and useless. That feeling of never being enough. I controlled my emotions as always. Screaming and crying were never an option, not with her, and certainly not with my father.

“I’m sorry, Mother. I was a little nervous with so many people there,” I replied softly, once again burying everything I felt. I just had to keep up this charade for two more months, and then I would finally be free. She gave me another superior look and then said with a disappointed sigh:

“Do better, especially when your father is present.”

My mother lived to please my father, even though he didn’t deserve it. She ignored all his filth, and I never understood why she acted that way. Staying with a man who neither respected nor loved her... She sacrificed herself in a façade of a relationship and, by extension, sacrificed me.

But I could already see a light at the end of the tunnel. I could already taste that hint of freedom like the wind that embraced me at the window. I was going to college next semester and would finally live life on my own terms. My parents had held me back for six months after high school graduation, because of the election campaign and all the social engagements I was required to attend... It didn’t matter to them that I had to study Law at Harvard instead of Music at Juilliard.

I would be free.

With a nod, she still looked at me with condemnation and indicated the stairs. Now she would drink and pretend my father wasn’t with other women. Some days I felt sorry for her; other days I felt rage.

I went up to my room, changed, and finally lay down. I squeezed my eyes shut, imagining the day I could come and go as I pleased. When I could make real friends, eat pizza late at night, not worry if my clothes were wrinkled or my posture was correct. When I could wear sweatpants and enjoy a lazy Sunday.

Fall in love. Have someone who truly cared about me, not the idea of who I was. Feeling my freedom was close, I fell asleep.

[image: ]

“TARA, YOU’RE LATE. If you oversleep, your eyes will be puffy and red, and that is not elegant.”

My mother opened my bedroom window and went to the closet. She picked out an expensive dress that screamed ‘I’m a good girl.’ She grabbed a pair of shoes and stopped in front of me.

“You’re picking out my clothes?”

“What part of ‘you’re late’ did you not hear? Come on, go to the bathroom and put on a shower cap; there won’t be time to dry your hair, it’s too long.”

I got up, feeling fifteen instead of nineteen. But I knew better than to argue. It was a pointless drain. I took a quick shower, put on the clothes she’d chosen for me, and soon she pointed to the chair in front of the dressing table. Her behavior was strange; what did she want to do? Style my hair? That was too much, even for her. I turned toward her with a scowl.

“Mother, please, this is too much.”

“Sit down!” she replied authoritatively, though there was a strange gleam in her eyes.

“What’s going on?”

“Sit down, Tara. You know I know what’s best for you.”

Rosaly had platinum blonde hair in a Chanel cut, her brown eyes accentuated by dark lashes. She was already impeccable, which told me she’d been up early. Reluctantly, I sat, and she pulled my hair into an elegant ponytail. I had pale skin and light brown hair. When she went to do my makeup, I didn’t let her. I never liked anything as extravagant as she did, so I did a simple look myself.

When we went downstairs, my father was already waiting. It would be another boring Sunday where I’d have to maintain a restrained smile all day. I thought maybe Amber would be there, which would make the day less tedious. Amber was an aide to the Prime Minister of Canada—a longtime friend of my father’s—and she was a lot of fun. She loved making jokes about the wives of influential politicians, and I laughed a lot with her.

“Will Amber be there?”

“It’s not good for you to talk too much with Amber; she’s staff.”

“So?”

“It’s not good to mix things.”

I held back my comment. I knew it would lead to a fight, and she might go too far, and I didn’t want to arrive at the event with a red face. I kept silent until we reached the club. It was still only 9 a.m., so I drifted away a little. A group of girls, who looked about my age, were having fun playing volleyball on one of the club courts, and I wanted to get a closer look. I’d barely taken two steps toward where some people were enjoying the pool when my mother grabbed my arm.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she said in a low, irritated tone.

“Lunch isn’t for a while.”

She narrowed her eyes slightly—something I could see clearly despite the hideous hat she was wearing, since I was as tall as she was. She quickly put on a pleasant expression as some people passed by and greeted us, but as soon as they were out of earshot, she continued with a strange smile:

“It doesn’t matter. Pay close attention: today you will stay close to Marcus D’Angelo.”

“Why?” I found her request odd.

“Because I’m telling you to, Tara.”

A bad feeling washed over me, so strong I couldn’t stay silent. What was she planning? My whole life, my mother had kept me away from people. For her to ask me to stay close to someone was staggering.

“What are you scheming?”

Finally, Rosaly looked at me, really looked into my eyes. Her eyes gleamed with a cunning I didn’t fully understand, only that I didn’t like it.

“Your father and his father have mutual interests; it’s natural for you two to get closer. His father is the CEO of Lions, the largest media company in the United States. Your father has bought some shares and hopes you’ll build a relationship.”

“What kind of relationship?” I asked through gritted teeth, fearing the answer.

“Don’t play dumb, dear; you know what I mean. You will go to Harvard and then you will marry that boy,” she decreed. I drew a sharp breath.

“I won’t do that!” My voice came out shriller than I’d intended. A few people looked over, but my mother forced a smile, and when she turned back to me, I felt a sting on my arm. She dug her nails into my forearm and said, smiling.

“You will put a smile on your face and be very polite to Marcus. And you will charm him, because that’s what your father wants.”

Panic overrode self-preservation. It wasn’t the first time my mother had hurt me physically, and it probably wouldn’t be the last...

“I won’t do it! I won’t end up like you!”

Her eyes widened at my outburst. I had never yelled at her before. My eyes burned with desperation, but I held back the tears. No matter the cost, I wouldn’t do this; I wouldn’t be handed over like a bargaining chip.

“I don’t care what you want or what you think you know. Accept your life, Tara, and I hope you choose the easy path. We’ve done everything for you until now; it’s time for you to repay us.”

I was about to respond when I saw Marcus D’Angelo, the Lions heir, heading toward us. He was blond, with brown eyes and a handsome smile, but he already had two accusations of abuse from ex-girlfriends, accusations he’d walked away from unscathed. It was disgusting that my parents wanted to sell me to him, and that’s exactly how I felt: sold.

God, I wanted to run, I wanted to cry, I wanted someone to save me from this moment. Yet, when Marcus approached, I did what I did best. I swallowed the despair and put on a social smile. He took my limp hand and brought it to his lips in a way he thought was seductive. I might have even agreed, if I didn’t already know his history and wasn’t utterly terrified of my future prospects.

“Marcus, always a gentleman,” my mother said as he kissed her hand too.

“Only for the ladies who deserve my chivalry,” he turned to me. “You look fantastic, Tara.”

“Thank you.”

“Shall we take a walk?”

I looked at my mother. I might have given the impression I was asking her permission, but what I was really asking for was help. She narrowed her eyes but then smiled when Marcus looked at her.

“Go ahead, dear. Have a little fun.”

I gave a smile, now tense, but accepted Marcus’s arm and walked with him. As we moved away, Marcus began:

“Your father mentioned to mine the other day that you’re going to Harvard.”

“Yes, I am. At the start of next semester.”

“Law?”

“Yes.”

An uncomfortable silence fell. I wanted to invent any excuse to flee, and as I thought, I realized we had wandered quite far from where the others were. My feet locked to the ground; he stopped and gave me a questioning look. I tried to think fast.

“I think... I need to use the restroom.”

“I thought we could talk with a bit of privacy.”

“It’s just...”

He yanked me and pulled me against his broad chest. My heart raced, but it was pure panic, and I swallowed hard, forcing a tense smile, trying to normalize the situation.

“What are you doing?”

“You have a beautiful smile, you know?”

Then he grabbed the back of my neck and kissed me hard and brutally. I was shocked and didn’t react for a few seconds; I hadn’t expected him to be so direct. I’d never been the target of his attentions before. I tried to push him away by his shoulders and was about to start making a scene—for which I would definitely be punished by my parents—when I heard my name:

“Tara, is everything okay?”

Amber.

Thank God.

Marcus released me with a frustrated sigh, and I stepped away quickly. I gave Amber a weak smile, and she had a fierce look directed at Marcus.

“Is everything okay, Tara?” she asked again, not taking her eyes off Marcus. Amber didn’t like or trust Marcus.

“It’s fine, don’t worry. I need to use the restroom; will you come with me?”

I didn’t wait for an answer. Without looking back at Marcus, I walked away, pulling Amber with me. When we got inside, I closed the door and took a deep breath.

“What happened out there? I don’t like that Marcus.”

“He kissed me, that’s all.”

She looked at me like a mother hen, hands on hips and everything. I would be closer to her if I could. She was the closest thing I had to a friend.

“Did you want him to kiss you?”

“He didn’t ask. Amber, forget it. It’s my problem; I’ll handle it.”

She seemed to want to say more but fell silent. After regaining control of myself, taking several deep breaths, we went back together to where lunch would be served. Unfortunately, my seat was next to Marcus; he gave me a predatory look that I ignored. I sat beside him, feigning a cheerfulness no one felt. Maybe, in the end, I was just like all of them.

“Tara, you look more beautiful every day,” Margaret D’Angelo said, and I smiled.

“Thank you, Margaret. You look wonderful too.”

“Oh, dear, you’re too kind.” After a few seconds of silence, she added: “I’ll be staying in Washington for another week. I think we could go out together, to the salon and shopping, what do you think?”

I didn’t answer for a moment, and it seemed everyone at the table was paying attention to us. Until I felt a sharp kick on my foot. My mother.

“Of course, Margaret. It would be a pleasure,” I finally replied.

This couldn’t be happening. No, it couldn’t. I needed to get out of that place, away from those toxic people. In a sudden burst, I stood up. My mother and father looked at me with scowls, but I needed air.

“Excuse me.”

I said it in a whisper, feeling a panic attack coming on. I headed for the restroom and wet my wrists, the back of my neck, and my forehead. I started counting my breaths until, gradually, the feeling of something swallowing me whole began to pass. I squeezed my eyes shut. If I was going to cry, it would be in the solitude of my room, where no one could witness it. I’d learned early to control my emotions and not be hysterical. After a few minutes, I washed my face, looked at my reflection. I fixed what I could of my makeup, my hair, and went back out to face the rest of the day.

When we got home, early in the evening, I was exhausted and wanted to go straight to my room, but my father called me. He ignored my existence most of the time, so when he called me over, I already suspected something was wrong. He was sitting on the sofa next to my mother and gestured for me to sit across from him, which I did.

“Tara, you know we’ve always given you everything. Now... now I need your support. Everything requires sacrifice.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Yes, you do. Your whole life, you’ve been top of your class for a reason. You’re intelligent, brilliant, even. I’m not in a good place with business right now. I need you to smooth things over with the D’Angelos.”

There was so much I wanted to say. So much. Like, why should I accept the advances of a man of Marcus’s character? Why should I sacrifice myself for them, when they had never sacrificed anything for me? But I swallowed the disappointment. It had taken me a long time to realize how insignificant my life was, but now I knew. I nodded in agreement, because arguing would be pointless. My parents didn’t argue; they gave orders. There had never been any dialogue, and there wouldn’t be any now. I would have to figure it out, all by myself.

“I understand,” I said, as calmly as I could manage. “May I go to my room?”

He looked at me from his seat on the sofa, my mother beside him like the dutiful wife. After a few seconds, he gestured toward the stairs, and I climbed them. Each step was a tear I shed. I would have to find a way to escape the gilded cage I’d lived in my entire life. I lay on my bed, mapping out my next steps. I needed to run. My father had a safe in his office; I needed to find a way to open it and flee. Without looking back.

Dominating by these frantic thoughts, I fell asleep.

It wasn’t until late at night that I heard grunts, a Spanish accent, crying, and then my bedroom door was kicked in. Literally kicked in. I sat up, dazed and terrified, as a large man came toward me. I tried to scramble to the other side of the bed, but he grabbed my arm roughly. I hit his face with scratches and slaps, but he struck me back so hard I saw stars.

“Little kitten, cooperate.”

Powerless, I was dragged to where I could see, through a haze, my parents huddled in a corner of their room while another man spoke.

“I want our channel.”

“I already told you I’m working on it,” my father replied. The man then punched my father in the face, and I saw blood trickle from the corner of his mouth.

“Well, I’ll give you some incentive to try harder.”

“What are you going to do?” my mother asked, weeping.

He gave a signal, and the man hauled me forward. I was still groggy from the blow, but when he threw me to the floor and started lifting my nightgown... I thrashed and screamed, my mother screaming with me.

“What do you think if me and my men fuck your daughter, huh? Right here in front of you?”

“No, for God’s sake, no!” I cried, scrambling toward where my parents were. My mother pulled me into an embrace, and I began to sob.

“I need more time. The alliance between the major criminal organizations in the country is blocking all the channels. Ever since Cosa Nostra and the Bratva joined forces, bringing in Chicago’s Darkness, the Irish, and the Devils, things have gotten complicated.”

“I don’t give a shit, pendejo. I’m giving you thirty days, and I’m taking the girl with me. If you don’t succeed, at least she’s worth good money on the market.”

“No, don’t do this, for God’s sake!” my mother screamed as two other men pulled me from her arms.

I tried to fight, I really did, but then I felt something crash hard against my head, and everything went dark.
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CHAPTER 2
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Shield

Richmond, Virginia

“THE LEAD I HAVE IS Guadalajara,” I said, taking a seat in one of the chairs beside my brothers.

The last six months had been the worst of my life. As Vice President of the Devils Dragons, I’d neglected every duty, completely focused on finding my sister. Guilt ate at me with every passing hour I didn’t know where she was.

Hanna was in her final year of Nursing school in Frankfort, Kentucky. She and my mother were my only blood family. My responsibility. Even though I kept them far from the club’s business and never mixed one life with the other, they were protected. But a few months back, we took down the main human trafficking pipeline in the United States, killing Dimitri Nikolai and backing the Bratva’s new Pakhan, Yuri Ivanov, the true heir.

Yuri ended the old alliances that fed the trafficking of women and children into the States, and then the Alliance was formed between the major U.S. criminal factions. However, the Guadalajara cartel decided to retaliate, taking my sister from the apartment she shared with our mother. Luckily, Mom was away visiting a friend when Hanna was taken, and we’d had no news for six months.

Even though the Alliance—the Chicago Darkness, the Cosa Nostra, the Bratva, and the Irish—were supporting my search for information, we still had nothing solid. Until now.

I avoided thinking about Hanna’s condition to keep from going insane. I couldn’t. I had to keep my shit together. Hanna needed me, and I’d go to hell and back to save her.

A member of Los Señores de La Muerte was found on Russian turf, and after being questioned by the Bratva’s enforcer—who happens to be the Pakhan’s wife—he confessed there were two American women being held at the complex in Guadalajara. One of them serving Juan Suarez, the cartel leader. The man I would kill with my own hands.

From the intel we’d gathered, we knew Guadalajara was just the channel for distributing the trafficked to Europe and Asia. Spain and Ukraine were the main destinations, and from there, anywhere in Asia or even South America. If she really was in Guadalajara, that was far better than chasing leads across the globe. We’d also managed to get a Prospect in as a common soldier for Juan Suarez. Even if he was only doing street-level work, he’d be a huge asset when we went in, if it came to that.

“Yuri Ivanov has the information,” Storm, our Prez, stated to the others. Storm made me Vice President of the Club four years ago, right after he took over the presidency following his father’s death. More than my Prez, Storm was my friend, my brother.

“It’s risky to hit the place based only on intel that there are two Americans there,” Cold said from his spot. He was our Road Captain, the one who planned our routes and handled security on the road.

“Cold’s right, Shield. We need to be cautious, or we’ll put everyone at risk. We need to be sure,” Storm reasoned.

“I’m going,” I stated. She was my sister, and I’d cling to any possibility, even if I died trying. But I also understood it wasn’t fair to ask the same of my brothers.

“Shield...” Leon, our new and prodigious Sergeant-at-Arms, all of twenty-four years old, tried to intervene, but I cut him off.

“I’ll infiltrate. I’ll look from the inside, and when I’m sure, you come in. I get that you have to prioritize the Club’s safety as a whole, but this is my sister. My responsibility.”

“You’re not alone! We’re your brothers and we’re in this together, goddammit!” Storm shot to his feet. He had a sharp, explosive temper. The meeting was losing focus, but I couldn’t do anything about it. Until I knew about my sister, until I had her back safe, I couldn’t fulfill my role for the club.

“I think it’s better if—”

“Don’t you finish that fucking sentence!” Storm turned and hauled me up by the shoulders, always anticipating my words. “I have a sister, and I’d burn the world down to find her. You’re going. We’ll figure out a way for you to get close, but someone’s going with you.”

“I’ll go,” Leon said, standing up.

“Good. Leon goes with you. And when we have concrete intel, we’ll tear that place down.” I raised my eyes to Storm and gripped his forearm. He was saying, in his own way, that we’d do this together. “I need to stay, or you know I’d go with you.”

“No explanation needed.”

He gave me a firm, acknowledging nod and then let me go. He turned to the rest of the brothers.

“We’ll take the next few days to prep Shield and Leon. We’re done for today.”

As Storm opened the door to leave, Vivian blew in like a hurricane. She said hello to everyone, dressed in her school uniform at the peak of her seventeen years, a backpack slung over her shoulder. She was coming from school.

“Vivian, I’ve told you, you can’t come here.”

“I just came to say I’m going to Kelly’s house,” she said, but her eyes were on Leon, who was looking distractedly at his phone, completely oblivious to the fascination he stirred in the little redhead.

“You could have called. This place isn’t for you. I’ve made that clear. How did you even get in?”

“I’m not telling you my secret, just letting you know it wasn’t the front door,” she said, moving closer to Leon as Storm tried to control his temper. Vivian was... irreverent, and he knew she’d be trouble. “Hi.”

He looked at her and gave a wink.

“Hey, kitten.”

Vivian blushed and started to say something else when Storm’s voice vibrated through the room.

“Vivian! Here!”

She rolled her eyes and followed her brother out, complaining that she wasn’t a dog he could command. Their voices faded, and I would have laughed if it weren’t for my whole damn situation.

“Vivian’s got a thing for you,” I stated as we got up.

“It’s a kid thing.”

“She’s not a kid anymore.” Leon shrugged like he wanted to drop it, but he still heard me add, “Be careful.”

“Sorry, VP, but I really don’t need that warning.”

[image: ]

A WEEK LATER, LEON and I prepped to go to Guadalajara. According to intel gathered on the darknet by Viper, our hacker, an auction was going down at the complex itself, which was unprecedented. They always happened in Europe, but from what we heard, the American was valuable. No photo was released, but a lot of the intel pointed to it being my sister. I just hoped that certainty wasn’t born from my own desperate need to find her.

But so far, all the information Viper dug up made us believe it was Hanna. Storm asked me to prepare for the possibility it wasn’t her and we’d be back to square one. Still, I felt the urge to move, to do something, to get the hell out of this place, because with each passing day, the desperation tightened its grip.

I went to my apartment in downtown Richmond and started to pack. With the Alliance’s backing, I’d be posing as Henry Campbell, representing a Monaco magnate who preferred to remain anonymous.

When I finished packing, I looked at the framed photo by my bed. Hanna had a spontaneous smile as I hugged her and our mother. She looked beautiful, happy, laughing with her eyes closed because I was tickling her the moment the flash went off. My heart grew heavy.

I felt I’d failed Hanna. She was my little sister, my responsibility, and she’d been torn from her life because of my actions. For all that I protected her from my world, giving financial support so she could have a happy life, now she’d been taken by the worst kind of human.

Leon texted me saying he was ready. I sent one back saying I was on my way, and before I left for good, I called my mother, who’d been shattered since she learned about Hanna. My mother never once blamed me, but just seeing her sad face shook me with guilt on an unimaginable level. Two rings and her soft voice answered.

“Benjamin.”

“Mom.” Only my mother still called me that. My mother and Hanna. To everyone else, I was Shield, VP of the Devils Dragons, but Mrs. Eva could still make me feel like a boy in trouble when she called me that. “I’m going to get her.”

“Oh my God, son, be careful. You know I don’t agree, I never agreed with your lifestyle. But if you’re going to do this, bring our Hanna back.”

I swallowed the lump forming in my throat. My lifestyle, what I chose to give them the best and, above all, to protect them, was now exactly what had put us in this situation.

“I will. I love you, Mom.”

“And I love you, my dear. Please, take care of yourself.”

I took a deep breath, feeling the knot in my throat grow tighter. Her tearful voice fell silent, and I hung up before I gave in to the emotion, heading out to meet Leon.

I would find my sister and bring her back.

No matter the time or the price.
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CHAPTER 3
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Tara Madison

Guadalajara, Mexico

I HAD LOST ALL SENSE of how much time had passed since they took me from my home.

A week? More?

I also had no idea where I was. It was a dark room. Twice a day someone would bring me something to eat, and it was terrible food. They hadn’t hit me again, or even spoken to me. Most of them spoke Spanish, and despite taking a few classes, I understood very little.

I was still wearing the nightgown I’d had on when they dragged me from my bed. They were clearly waiting for some move from my father. Deep down, in my most private self, I seriously doubted my father would put himself at risk for my sake. It would be much easier for him to just let me go.

I hadn’t slept in the days that followed. Every time the door opened, I’d jump on the old mattress on the floor. I thought they would hurt me in some way, but even though I was in that dark, windowless room with no sense of day or night, I was grateful they didn’t turn their attention to me. They came and went without a word.

While I was lost in thought, the door opened and two men entered. Panic shot through me when I recognized one of them—the man who had assaulted me and tried to rape me the day I was brought here. Another man, less brutish in appearance, was with him. I froze, terrified, waiting for what would come next. I tried to cling to the hope that my father had gotten them whatever they wanted and they were going to set me free.

“Hold her,” my attacker said with a nasty smile. Today they would not ignore me.

“What do you want from me?” I asked, scooting as far away from them as I could, but it was useless. With no concern for whether they hurt me or not, they tore me from the corner where I was huddled as I screamed and kicked. They forced me down onto the mattress and began pulling up my clothes.

Visceral panic hit me. I was going to be raped. Even as I fought with everything I had to break free, screaming all the while, they pulled off my filthy underwear. When my arms and legs were pinned, I kept screaming. I felt hands touching my most intimate parts and a wave of nausea hit me; I felt like I was going to pass out.

A panic attack.

My vision began to darken and I couldn’t catch my breath. When the hands left my body and I felt my arms free, I still had the sensation that something was about to swallow me whole.

“The bitch is a virgin, just as we suspected. A shame.”

The men laughed, oblivious to me.

“Suarez will be pleased to know. Virgins fetch a good price.”

“Her father isn’t accepting contact... Suarez says she’s to be auctioned.”

The voices faded away and I collapsed in the corner of the dark cubicle, noticing the door was only pushed to, not locked. But the shortness of breath continued; I felt my whole body break out in a cold sweat. I tried to count my breaths, but hysteria took over.

Oh God, I was going to be auctioned. My father wasn’t going to save me, and frantic thoughts of a dark future clouded my rationality.

I felt a gentle hand on my hair and screamed, scrambling away as far as I could. I couldn’t see anything through the fog of my despair.

“Easy, easy. Count the breaths with me.” The soft, feminine voice sounded distant, and two hands firmly grasped mine. “Come on, count the breaths with me. One... Two... Three...”

I began trying to follow her until I had some control over what was happening to my body. I had no idea how many minutes passed before the trembling and instability of my body began to normalize, but when I lifted my face, a girl was crouched beside me. She had black hair, and black eyes. Her face was marked with a bruise on one side, though it was already fading. She was barefoot and wore a kind of loose shift.

“Who are you?” I asked when I’d finally managed to steady my breathing. Panic attacks took me out of reality and made me weak. I hated when they happened.

“My name is Hanna,” she replied.

“What... How...”

“They left the door open because there’s no way out of here. Believe me, I’ve tried.” She said, pointing to her face. “More than once in the last six months.”

“You’re a prisoner too?” I asked the obvious. Clearly she wasn’t here by choice.

She looked away and I saw a shadow pass over her face. Then she looked back at me and gave a half-smile, as if to reassure me. Though, even if she didn’t say it, we were in the same situation.

“I heard what they said... I wanted to say that everything will be okay, or maybe it will be, in the coming weeks. You’re a virgin, aren’t you?”

I remembered the men’s conversation and closed my eyes. I was lost, so lost. No one was coming for me and my future was uncertain. For a moment, I wished for death.

“I’m sorry,” she said, taking my hand. “What’s your name?”

“Tara,” I replied, trembling.

“How did you end up here, Tara? Were you tricked by a recruiter?”

I shook my head as I wiped the tears that stubbornly fell from my eyes.

“My father owes these men something. They came into my house and took me as collateral, and by the looks of it, my father isn’t going to negotiate.”

“I’m sorry.”

“And you? How did you end up here?”

“Truthfully, I don’t really know. They came into my house and brought me here.”

I felt she was hiding something, but I didn’t press. She stayed there beside me, holding my hand, and perhaps because of the situation, I felt for the first time in so many days a tiny bit of comfort.

“You’re safe, at least for now, Tara. Suarez won’t let anyone touch you, until...”

“...Until I’m sold.”

“Probably. Soon they’ll take you from here. The girls don’t stay long; they’re sent somewhere else. I was surprised when I heard about a girl being here for a week.”

“Why are you still here? Are you here because you’re a virgin too? Are they going to sell you as well?”

She looked at me and again, a shadow passed over her face. Looking more closely now, she had bruises on her arms and legs, at least where her skin was exposed. Something told me she had been through worse things than I had. We heard footsteps and her eyes widened as she scrambled to her feet. We barely had time for anything before a burly man entered, giving her an irritated look.

“Don’t you know Suarez wants you in his room?” he said in English.

He didn’t give her time to answer. He took a handful of her hair and dragged her out, while she whimpered and he cursed in his native language. I followed, in a surge of courage that, until then, hadn’t belonged to me, and grabbed his arm before he could leave through the door.

“Let her go! Let her go, you filthy bastard!”

“Tara, no!” Hanna tried to stop me, but I kept trying to pull her from the man.

He looked at me as if I were an insect and with his free hand, slapped my face. I fell to the floor, hearing the door being locked from the outside. The blow was to my face, but I felt the pain in my chest. I jumped at the barred door and looked at the girl who had been kind to me, who, even in a worse situation, had extended a hand with a word of comfort.

I grieved for Hanna.

I imagined she would be hurt and for some reason, I felt guilty. Her eyes met mine.

Her tears, my tears.

That night, no one came.
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I DIDN’T SEE HANNA again. Not for at least another week. They let me take a cold shower and gave me a kind of shift to wear. They started giving me food three times a day, but I still felt like a caged animal. No, I didn’t feel like one, I was one. I was a caged animal and with each day, I felt a little more of my sanity abandon me.

I thought about my life, which had also been a prison. A different prison, a sophisticated one, but a prison nonetheless. I regretted all the days I had been a coward, that I hadn’t stood up to my mother’s control or even my father’s indifference. I regretted letting them make me a puppet, a simple ornament for a perfect family.

Nothing could be more despairing than knowing that in truth, I had never had anyone. I had always been alone and I would die here, alone. I thought, I grieved, and finally I pleaded: If I had the chance to live my life, I would live it fully. I would fight my fears and insecurities every day and seek out experiences I had only dreamed of. Because here, at rock bottom, I realized something.

I had not lived.
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“GET UP, GIRL.”

The voice of the man who had assaulted me snapped me out of a sleep-filled daze. Then I understood why he and the other one, the less shitty one, were always together, talking to me. They spoke English, so they were the only ones who could communicate with me.

“Where is Hanna?” Taken by a wave of courage, I heard myself ask.

He and the other one started laughing and speaking Spanish words I couldn’t understand, they spoke so fast.

“Hanna is Suarez’s whore. At least, for now, until he finds fresh meat.”

A wave of nausea washed over me when he said that. That was why she was here, why she had stayed here. She was being constantly abused by this Suarez.

I was yanked roughly from the cubicle, where I had no sense of day or night, and led through the corridors of a strange place. The brightness blinded me for a few seconds, but soon I could see clearly. It was a kind of compound, with armed men at every corner of the place, many of whom sent lecherous looks my way. A wave of discouragement hit me; it would be nearly impossible to get out of here.

I was thrown into a luxurious room where three women were already waiting. I wanted to scream when two men approached and gave me an injection that slowly made me sluggish.

I experienced what followed in a disconnected haze. I was drugged. My body wouldn’t respond, my limbs were heavy. The women bathed me, washed and combed my hair, put a red, very revealing lingerie set on my body. It was agonizing to want to scream and not be able to. To fight inwardly while outwardly, nothing changed.

The women left and I lay on the bed, my whole body inert. Some time later, I could feel my legs and arms responding, though a feeling of instability still gripped me. I managed to sit up on the bed with great effort. The room seemed to spin, but slowly, it normalized. So much so that when I heard the latch on the door, I lay back down and pretended to be heavily doped.

Two men came through the door; one of them looked at me with lust and ran a hand over one of my breasts. I felt dirty and disgusted, even dirtier than when I was in the cubicle without a shower, but I kept my face serene. When he tried to pull my clothes down, the other said something and they began to argue. After some time, they both stopped arguing and lifted me up without much care. They put a dark bag over my head, covering my eyes.

I couldn’t say how long we walked, but I felt us enter a controlled, cold environment. As soon my bare feet were steady on the floor, the bag was removed from my head. A man with a gold tooth appeared in my line of sight and then disappeared, taking the bag with him.

It was dark, until a light above my head illuminated the space. I was confused, cold, and terrified. It took a moment for my mind to comprehend the environment. I was in some kind of glass booth, right in the center. I turned around, realizing that at least seven men were outside the booth, seated in comfortable armchairs, forming a circle around me. My gaze took time to focus on the faces, but the expressions ranged from admiration to lechery.

I couldn’t focus my gaze on any one face. Everything seemed a big blur around me and I turned between the men in complete madness. I heard laughter, then some words lost in the tangle that was my mind. Someone asked for my clothes to be removed and I felt the first tear roll from my eyes.

It was happening.

Despair took hold of my heart when a voice from above began speaking about me as merchandise:

“Nineteen years old, Caucasian, green eyes, natural brown hair and... a virgin. Shall we begin the bidding, gentlemen?”

Again I began to walk around the booth, protected from the men only by the glass, and tried to cover my body, feeling the waves of the panic attack: the shortness of breath, the tightness in my heart, the sensation of being swallowed by something unknown. I tried to lift my eyes and focus on my breathing, and when I lifted my eyes... I met two blue spheres.

I couldn’t have said it then, but something in the gaze of the man appraising me in the booth made me stop turning and look only at him, forgetting for a moment the feeling of panic. Unlike the others, in his eyes I saw no admiration or lechery.

I saw pity.

And I must have been going insane, because that man was there to, supposedly, buy me. He was as much a criminal as any of them, but even thinking all that... I couldn’t look away. I knew they were talking about me, I knew my whole life would be decided there, but for a few seconds, time seemed to pass slowly, because he also had his eyes fixed on mine.
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