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PROLOGUE
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Yerik

Lobnya – Russia

Age Fourteen

FOR A FEW SECONDS, I almost celebrate the silence that falls.

I don’t like noise in general, and Dedushka’s visits always end this way.

“My son is not going anywhere with you. I’ve said it more than once. Stop with these invitations. You were never a father to me in my entire life, and yet, I love you, but don’t fill my children’s heads with ideas. I want nothing to do with your business.”

I pretend to pay attention to the food on my plate, but I really want to get up. It’s just me, my father, and Grandfather Ruslan—the man I only met a little over two years ago. My father is illegitimate, but ironically, my grandfather’s only direct male descendant. From what I’ve overheard Mama say, before Ruslan got married, he was a womanizer. She said there’d probably be a bunch of women from his past crying over his coffin at his funeral—which means I must have uncles and cousins scattered all over Russia. Maybe all over the world.

“I could look after him.”

“Thank you, but Yerik has a living father and mother. Your kind of looking after isn’t necessary.”

I kind of know what Papa is talking about. I’m not a little boy like he thinks, and I pay attention to the things he tells my mother. My grandfather is the Pakhan, the head of organized crime in our country. He is very powerful, and that’s one of the reasons my father prefers to keep our relation to Grandfather a secret.

Whenever they talk about it, he and Mama speak about how risky it would be if people in our town found out we are descendants of Ruslan Vassiliev. Being illegitimate, my father never used the Vassiliev name and ended up taking his maternal grandfather’s surname, Goncharov.

“Fine. Although I think you’re wrong, you are my son and I will respect your wishes. Yerik will grow up one day and decide for himself. He could be my heir. He is my eldest grandson.”

“He will study and become a doctor.”

“We’ll see.”

The burly man stands and comes to my side. I can feel his presence. Grandfather has something about him that makes you want to be near him. Unfortunately, my father doesn’t let me spend as much time with him as I’d like.

Every time he visits our house, I want to ask a million questions about life outside this town. I’ve heard him say he’s traveled all over the world and that he has many businesses in the United States.

“Yerik, give your dedushka a hug,” my grandfather asks.

I stand to hug him. I admire him, even though my father doesn’t want us to be close. I see how men look at him. No one stares my grandfather down, not even his bodyguards.

“Yerik, I will always be here for you,” he says, ruffling my hair. “You are my blood, and if you want it, the world can be yours.”

“Stop that, Ruslan,” Papa says, his temper flaring not for the first time tonight. He calls his own father by his name.

“My grandson can decide his own fate.” Grandfather doesn’t back down.

I look from one man to the other, torn between fulfilling the dreams of the man who gave me life and the desire to know more about the world my grandfather speaks of.

I didn’t know it yet, but soon, fate would decide for me.
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A Few Weeks Later

CRYING.

It’s the first thing I perceive upon waking. My mother is crying.

“Natalya is gone.”

Hearing what she says, I get up quickly and pull on a pair of sweatpants.

My sister is missing?

“We will find her,” a man’s voice answers.

Grandfather?

I glance at the clock on the nightstand. What is he doing here at this hour?

As soon as I reach the living room, I see him holding Mama in an embrace. Something very serious has happened, because she never liked him. And where is my father?

“What happened?” I ask, feeling my stomach turn.

“Your sister has been kidnapped,” my grandfather says, his face grave, making no attempt to soften his answer.

Perhaps in his world that word is nothing special. I guess he’s used to dealing with things like that, given the life he leads, but I feel my legs begin to tremble.

Natalya, kidnapped?

“I must go, Polina. I can’t waste time. Every minute counts.”

“Where’s Papa?”

“He’s gone to look for her.”

Already walking to the closet by the front door to grab my coat, I ask, “Dedushka, take me with you.”

He nods in agreement, and my mother doesn’t react, which shows me just how terrified she is.
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Days Later

I LOOK AT ALL THE BLOOD spilled. The enemy’s blood. I honored my sister’s death with my own hands.

Now it’s over.

The life I knew until now holds no interest for me.

Not even my parents protested when I said I would leave with Grandfather. From now on, I am Yerik Vassiliev, heir to the Pakhan.

The boy who existed until he saw what they did to his sister is gone. A man without a soul has taken his place.

​
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Talassa

Athens — Greece

Eighteen Years Later

“A LION OR A VASE OF flowers? No. Definitely a rabbit.”

“What are you mumbling about?”

I feel my cheeks flush as I look toward the girl who just spoke to me. She must be my age, sixteen, but she seems much older.

Maybe she’s seventeen. Dad said all the girls who won scholarships from Dr. Leandros Argyros are around sixteen or seventeen, even though this one looks like an adult.

She’s wearing makeup and is as pretty as a movie star.

“Can you not speak? I’ve been listening to you mutter for a few minutes.”

“I can. I’m sorry.”

“So what the hell was that about lions and rabbits?”

I shrug, awkwardly.

“I was watching the clouds. I like trying to guess what shapes they make.”

“My God, you’re so childish. Do you think you’re five years old? We just arrived in Athens and we’re finally going to get to live. Study too, of course, but mostly see new places.”

She’s strange. I mean, she’s talking to me as if she’s known me forever and hasn’t even said her own name.

I decide to bypass her rudeness.

“Good afternoon, I’m Talassa Galanis,” I say, offering my hand.

She looks at me for a moment and finally shakes it, but it’s a light touch, almost as if she thinks I have some virus that could infect her.

“Lara Nomikos. Which island are you from?”

“Pletánya.”

“That explains your backwoods vibe. Let’s pray you can at least interact with people. Want some advice, Talassa? Lose that childish air. I’m sure great opportunities are coming for us in the next few months.”

“Okay,” I reply and turn back to the window, ending the conversation.

I don’t want to start my first day away from home by making an enemy, but this girl knows nothing about me, she’s barely older than I am, and yet she talks as if she’s very experienced.

She, however, doesn’t seem willing to give up, and nudging my arm lightly with her shoulder, she finishes:

“Don’t worry. I’ll help you get smarter.”

I’m not sure I fully understand what she’s saying.

“What does that mean?”

“It means I’ll keep an eye out so you don’t get into trouble.”

I feel like laughing because she seems like the very picture of trouble. Still, I nod, starting to warm to Lara’s direct manner.

“The fact that I spent the trip in silence doesn’t mean I’m stupid. I was just paying attention to the scenery.”

“I didn’t say you were stupid, but innocent. Being smart has nothing to do with intelligence, Talassa, but with doing what’s necessary to survive. Athens isn’t your island. There are good and bad people scattered around. But don’t worry, I’ll take care of you. Consider today your lucky day, girl. You just won me as a friend.”

God, her ego is so big I smile.

“Yeah, I guess I am lucky.”
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“OH, THANK GOD! WE’RE finally here!” Lara exclaims when the van stops.

A man in a leather jacket, already standing outside, opens the doors and tells us to get out. There are seven of us girls, but they said there would be more at the boarding school we’ll be attending.

I look outside and don’t see any building or house around. It actually looks more like a vacant lot. I have a strange feeling, but I can’t explain what it is. Something like discomfort.

Before I can think clearly, another van pulls up beside the one we got out of. This time, there are at least five men inside, and none of them look like school staff, but rather like the type my mother taught me to avoid.

They order us into the new vehicle, but first, one demands:

“Documents and cell phones.”

What? I can’t hand over my documents and, especially, my cell phone. I promised to call Mom as soon as I arrived.

As if guessing what I’m thinking, Lara grabs my hand and squeezes. When I look at her, she makes an almost imperceptible “no” movement with her head, but clear enough for me to understand I shouldn’t open my mouth.

At that moment, I remember what she said a few hours ago and feel a connection between us. My gut tells me that whatever is happening, she’ll know how to handle the situation better than I will.

“Why do we have to hand over our phones?” one of the girls asks.

The guy who asked for our devices stops in front of her—very close—and smiles.

His smile makes my stomach turn.

He doesn’t touch her or anything. Instead, he holds out his hand, staring at her.

This time, the girl doesn’t hesitate.

I look at Lara again and she’s staring at me too, but in a strange way.

And then I understand.

Fear.

She’s terrified. Her golden skin suddenly turns pale, and the hand holding mine is trembling.

“Give it.” Her lips move without making a sound.

Nervously, I fumble inside my bag for my phone and wallet, having no idea a nightmare was about to begin.
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Europe

Somewhere In The Balkan Peninsula

Days Later

I HATE THE DARK. SINCE I was little, Mama always left a sliver of light on when I went to sleep.

Now, I’m here in the dark. Alone.

There’s no bed. A woman comes in from time to time with water and a little food, and every time the door opens, a shiver of fear runs through my body. The uncertainty is the worst of it all. And the silence. I don’t like the silence.

At home, I’m always singing or chatting with Mama. Even when I went to the store on the island, I’d talk to everyone on the streets. I like hearing people. It doesn’t have to be a very interesting conversation or anything. The interaction makes me feel good.

I’m trying to stay calm, but I haven’t stopped trembling for hours.

The door opens again now, but it’s not the same woman approaching, because the person calls my name.

I don’t answer. I’m terrified.

“Talassa, it’s me, Lara.”

“Lara?”

“Shhhh, keep your voice down. You have no idea what I had to do to come see you.”

For the first time since I woke up in that room, I find the courage to stand up. The last thing I remember is us eating in a dirty kitchen, and then, nothing.

“Lara, where are we?”

I can barely see her. There’s no source of light after she closed the door.

“I still don’t know where, but I know why we’re here, and you need to pay close attention to what I’m going to say. Promise me that.”

My body is now shaking with nerves and I can’t speak.

“Talassa, we have little time, promise you’ll do what I say.”

She puts her arms around me and when she feels my body trembling, she pulls me close.

“I have a plan. These people who brought us have nothing to do with a school or anything like that. I’ll explain everything, but you need to give me your word that you’ll do everything I say. You can trust me. I swear to God. We’ll find a way out of here, but first we need to survive.”

“Survive?”

“Yes, survive. We’re not in Greece anymore, Talassa. The other girls are gone too. It’s just the two of us left, the guards, and the woman. Before we try to escape, we have to think calmly about how to act, and for that, we need to be together and alive. I’ve gotten some information, but you have to obey everything I say. I’ve already found a way to save us from a worse fate.”

“Okay,” I force myself to answer.

​
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CHAPTER 2

[image: ]




Talassa

Albania — Europe

Two Days Later

THE WOMAN WHO FEEDS me says something, but I don’t understand her language. I can speak English, besides Greek. I learned when I started helping with chores at the Argyros mansion. Dr. Leandros’s wife, Cynthia, is English, and all the staff there needed to know English, so I ended up taking some lessons on my own. Since I’m very curious, I started looking for video lessons, which really enriched my vocabulary.

An American tourist who visited our island once even said my pronunciation was very clear. I think I have a knack for languages. In one of the online classes I watched, a teacher said some people learn a language “by ear,” and maybe that’s my case. Still, I have no idea what language this woman is speaking.

She places the plate of food and the water in front of me and then shows me a towel. I think I understand. She wants me to take a bath.

I look at the meal she brought. It looks strange as always, but unlike the first few days, I’ve been eating now. Lara has come to see me two more times and said I need to keep my strength up. She also advised me to think of good things when I’m sad. The places we’ll see together when we get out of here.

The strange thing is that every time I feel afraid, I don’t think of my parents anymore, but of her. Lara has become the lifebuoy that keeps my head above water. In the early hours, when panic threatens to swallow me whole, I remember her words: we will get out of here, but first, we need to survive.

“Am I going somewhere?” I ask her, even though I think she won’t understand. I try to keep my voice calm and distant, just as Lara instructed me.

Truthfully, I don’t need an answer. I already knew someone would come for me because my friend warned me. We just weren’t sure when. Lara’s plan was exactly that: for them to take us away from here. However, to leave for good, free, I’ll need to be a good actress.

Our only chance will be if I’m the chosen one; otherwise, we’ll both be in deep trouble.

Instead of speaking again, the woman points to the bathroom.

My heart is racing wildly. With all the terror I’ve endured these past days, at least I was alone, but the moment I step through that door, nothing will be guaranteed anymore. Lara explained to me what our destination will be if I’m not selected as the requested companion.
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THE WOMAN LEFT A DRESS on the bed. It’s pretty, the fabric soft, which seems absurd. They put me in a cold room and fed me very poorly these last few days, and now, because I’ve been pre-selected, I get a bath and clothes.

A part of me screams that I should run, but two things stop me: the first is that I can’t leave without Lara.

She trusted me, and even if I could escape—which is probably almost impossible—I would never leave her behind. The second reason that makes me afraid to try to leave this place was what Lara told me she thinks they did to the girl who questioned one of the men about why she had to hand over her phone. My stomach churns as I recall her words.

It’s like being inside a nightmare and waiting to wake up, but I know this isn’t a dream. Many days have passed and nothing has changed. We were kidnapped.

Did my mother find it strange that I didn’t call? Did she call the police?

When my father told me about the scholarship offered by Dr. Argyros, I wasn’t excited, and I don’t think she was either.

I never wanted to travel. I liked the island and just wanted to be able to do something to improve the lives of the residents. I dreamed of becoming a teacher. My father, however, had big plans for me. He said that unlike him and Mom, I would conquer the world. What I think he never understood is that my ambitions were simple.

I told him that, but Dad, like all the islanders, feared Dr. Argyros, so I had no choice but to follow his orders when he told me I would come to study in Athens.

I look at the items the woman left for me to use. Besides the dress and shoes, there’s also a hairbrush and makeup, even though there’s no mirror.

I turn on the shower and, without waiting for the water to get completely hot, step in. I need to shake off the lethargy my body has been trapped in all these days, or I won’t be able to do what I agreed with Lara.

[image: ]

THEY TOOK ME TO ANOTHER house. The person who came to get me was no longer one of those grim-faced men we met when we got out of the van, but an older gentleman.

Just like the woman who looked after me before, he didn’t speak to me, and as I waited for him to start the car, I wondered again if I shouldn’t try to run. Even though I knew I’d be breaking the pact with Lara, maybe our chance would be greater if one of us alerted the authorities.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have to wrestle with doubt for long. A few minutes after I got in the car, two of the scary-looking men opened the passenger doors and each took a seat beside me.

And just like that, my plans were smothered before any attempt could be made.
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I’M NOT USED TO VERY spacious places. Our house on the island is very small, with only two bedrooms, and now they’ve brought me to a real castle.

As I wait for someone to come speak to me, I squirm incessantly in the chair I was ordered to sit in. No matter how hard I try to focus on what Lara revealed, the uncertainty is killing me.

We will manage to escape. We will manage to escape.

I repeat this phrase in my head like a prayer, incessantly.

The ceiling of the room is as high as a museum’s. There are paintings that look expensive, but the mix of styles is very strange. I used to like watching videos about decoration on YouTube, imagining that one day I could make my house the way I wanted. Now, I’d be happy just to be in my tiny room, knowing that the next day I’d see my parents. My mother, especially.

I hear a noise outside the door and my heart leaps.

I’m not normally a fearful person, quite the opposite, but this feeling has been constant since I woke up in that dark room.

The doorknob turns and I hold my breath. As Lara instructed me, I lower my head and look at my hands.

Shy and submissive, Talassa. In my imagination, I hear the echo of her voice.

I can do this. The submissive part isn’t even that hard; the shy part normally would be because I’ve always made friends very easily, but after everything that’s happened these past days, staying quiet won’t be a sacrifice.

I hear footsteps and know several people are entering.

I look through my eyelashes, without raising my head, and try to hide my shock when I notice a boy, probably my own age, approaching in a wheelchair. It’s not him being in a wheelchair that surprises me, but because he stands out from the other men walking beside him. I’m sure that, like me, he’s also a teenager, and I don’t think even Lara knew this—that the man’s son would be so young.

The boy has a clean face and wears elegant clothes. His hair is well-cut and his features are handsome, despite a fragile appearance and pale skin. I know that just as I observe them, they are also looking back at me.

I hope I’m playing my part as well as Lara and I practiced. I’m wearing the white, sleeveless, floral dress they sent. My long hair is down and brushed. I might look a bit more put together than I normally do, but other than that, this is me.

I threaten to stand when the boy comes closer, but he shakes his head and I sit back down.

“Do you speak English?” he asks.

I nod in agreement. Unlike mine, his accent is heavy.

“Answer out loud.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Every time I ask a question, you answer me with words, am I clear?”

“Yes.”

“And to you, I am ‘sir.’ You must always use that at the end of every sentence.”

I hear the men’s laughter and more sense than see the older man nod in approval.

“Yes, sir.”

“Better. What is your name?”

“Talassa.”

“How old are you?”

I think for a moment if I should lie and say I’m younger, but he probably already knows my real age.

“Sixteen.”

“Lift your face. I want to see you.”

There’s arrogance in his voice. I’ve had enough contact with Dr. Argyros and his family to understand that this boy is rich. The kind who knows the world should obey him.

I do as he commands, focusing exclusively on him, even though I can see from my peripheral vision that there are several other men in the room.

The one who looks like him, and I believe is his father, has something malevolent in his face. A cruelty that sends a shiver through me. I also don’t like the way he looks at me.

The young man turns back and says something to the men. The language seems to be the same one the woman who took care of me in the other house spoke. Then he speaks in English again, and I think it’s because he wants me to understand.

“This is the one, Father. She’s pretty and can talk to me, unlike the others. My choice is made. Now you can leave us alone.”

The man I’m now sure is the teenager’s father approaches and squeezes his shoulder.

When everyone leaves, I think I should sigh with relief because Lara’s plan went as we hoped, but instead, I’m furious that this brat treats me like an object. Maybe that’s a good thing—the anger, I mean. Now that I can finally face my kidnappers, it will give me strength to fight.

“Will I stay here?” I pretend to be calm, which couldn’t be further from the truth.

“Not here, but with me. Wherever I go,” the boy replies. “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

“I don’t know what I can say.” I try to stay calm, but inside I’m screaming in horror.

“You are authorized to respond.”

“Why am I here?”

I don’t think he was expecting the question, but even so, he doesn’t hesitate.

“My father bought you for me.”

I take a few breaths to control my temper, but even knowing I agreed with Lara to be obedient, I can’t hide my indignation.

“People can’t be bought. Things are bought.”

He stares at me in silence, his face closed off.

“Then you are a thing,” he says arrogantly.

I clench my hands at my sides and make one last attempt.

“If I’m going to stay with you, I need to let my mother know.”

He throws his head back and laughs.

“Believe me, your parents aren’t the least bit concerned about your whereabouts.”

“Don’t say that. They must be terrified.”

My self-control is starting to crumble.

“How could they be afraid of your fate, when they were the ones who sold you?”

“What?”

“It was your father who negotiated your coming, Talassa.”
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Yerik

Georgia — United States

Three Years Later

“NO, I DON’T WANT TO hear it. There is no negotiation for an extension. No. Either you pay what you owe us by the deadline, or you can buy what you need somewhere else.”

The pressure in my head builds with every goddamn argument from this imbecile.

“No more deadlines. Today, by noon. If the payment isn’t made, you know what will happen.”

I hang up the burner phone, grateful the little shit isn’t standing in front of me.

The day is shaping up to be a hellscape. Eight in the morning and the world is already falling apart.

I don’t get two breaths in before one of the other phones starts ringing. As tempting as it is to ignore it, I can’t. I’m always available for family.

“What do you want?”

“I need a favor,” Grigori says the moment I answer. He’s one of the cousins I got as a bonus from dedushka’s various romantic escapades.

“Another one?”

“Yes. I need you to find out if a woman—a girl, really—is still alive. Her name is Talassa Galanis. I’ll send you everything I have on her.”

I scrub my hand over my face, again and again, sensing that no matter his reason for asking, this won’t be a small thing.

“If she’s missing, the name is irrelevant. I need a photograph.”

“It’s urgent. I’ll send it right now.”

“No. Where are you?”

“Greece.”

“Someone will find you when you get back to the States.”
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Days Later

THE DOOR OPENS WITHOUT a knock, and before the person even shows themselves, I know who it is. Only Grigori would risk walking into my office unannounced.

He doesn’t greet me. We just stare at each other, like always. Neither of us believes in or needs words, and yet we know we’d die for each other.

“I said I’d send someone to find you.”

“I couldn’t wait. The look in that girl’s mother’s eyes has been haunting me.”

“I don’t do rescues, and I’m not a fucking charity. Why would I get involved in something like that?”

Could the week get any worse? After having a weapons shipment intercepted and losing about two million, Grigori decides to show up in person to give me another headache.

I look at the man who is, without a doubt, one of the people I trust most in this world, but who also seems to consider creating problems for me his favorite sport.

“Any leads on who took her?”

“Broad strokes. I’ve been looking into it, and I’m almost certain it was the Albanians.”

“Forget it. She’s probably not even alive anymore.”

“Her mother thinks she is.”

That hits me, even against my will. When Natalya was killed, my mother said she knew. Every day, while my grandfather turned Russia inside out looking for my sister, mat’ insisted she wouldn’t be coming back to us. Maternal intuition, she revealed years later.

“Do you have any idea what you’re asking me? This could start a war. Not that those sons of bitches don’t deserve to suffer. I’ve been having problems with them for months, but if they have the girl, and depending on how valuable she is to them, we could kick off the fucking apocalypse.”

He says nothing, waiting for me to vent all my anger. Grigori is the only person I let my true nature surface around. Not even near dedushka do I show what I’m feeling, but maybe because his temperament is even more closed-off than mine, I allow myself to be myself with him.

His indifference has always irritated me, though it’s a good counterbalance between us: where I have hot blood, Grigori is ice.

“Wasn’t the cleanup I did for Lykaios enough?”

He says nothing. I know he’s loyal to the man known worldwide as the emperor of technology. Grigori has worked for the Greek for over a decade, but I intend to change that soon. It’s no secret I’ll be the next Pakhan, and I want my cousin by my side, as my Sovietnik. No one is more qualified than Grigori for the role of advisor.

My cousin currently straddles two worlds, both mine and the side of the law. It’s smart, but it can also be dangerous.

Normally I wouldn’t bring up past favors or actions, but this time I want something in return. It’s in my interest that he remembers he already owes me.

“You know the Sheikh’s brother is looking for him?” I continue to push.

“The man was a rapist. The Earth is a better place now that he can’t hurt women anymore.”

“And what are you? A superhero fighting crime around the world?”

He shrugs because we both know neither of us is anywhere close to being a hero.

“That case was personal. He was after Odin’s woman.”

I rub my hand over my face, irritated.

“That’s in the past. It’s settled, and no one will ever find a trace of the bastard, but what you’re asking me to start now is much bigger. Why is she so important?”

Instead of answering, he pulls something from his pocket and shows me.

I reach out and see it’s a photograph.

“Is this her?” I ask, still not looking at the picture.

He nods, then finally says, “The girl in that photo is the age Natalya was, Yerik. She was sold at sixteen.”

In seconds, my blood turns to ice. Grigori knows he’s hit my most sensitive nerve because even after all this time, and even though my sister’s death was avenged through the torture of her killers, I can never forget what they reduced her to.

“Don’t play that fucking game with me and don’t bring Natalya into this. I don’t want to get involved. There are thousands of girls like her who’ve been sold all over the world. This girl is not my problem.”

I hand the photo back without looking, determined to stay out of that shit.

“No, she’s not. And she’s not mine either, but I met her parents. Her mother, especially, and I swear to God the woman is dead while still alive. I know the chance of finding her is small, but I want to try. If you won’t help me, I’ll go after her alone.”

“You’ll be dead in twenty-four hours. Things have changed. The Albanians operate like a pack of thugs with no respect for any hierarchy. There’s no code to follow there. They’re small groups of imbeciles, each thinking they’re the king of some shit.”

“I gave my word to her mother. I just need an answer.”

I take the photo back and finally force myself to look at the girl who probably isn’t even on this planet anymore. They usually don’t last more than a few years. Rarely do any make it to adulthood.

As soon as my eyes meet the girl’s, I want to look away.

Jesus, she’s a child. A little girl. He said sixteen, but here she looks like she’s just entering her teens. Long, thick brown hair, eyes the color of a caramel candy, a face full of freckles. Even so, you could already see signs of the beautiful woman she would become.

She isn’t smiling. She has a dreamy, somewhat absent expression, and I wonder if, in the remote chance we locate her, anything of that child would be left.

I doubt it.

The past, which I keep locked away, suddenly kicks the door down and tries to force its way back into my life.

My jaw clenches and I tighten my grip on the paper, focused on the girl who, in an ideal world, should be enjoying her youth.

“How many years has she been missing?”

“Three.”

“There might be a chance she survived. She’s very pretty. They wouldn’t discard her so quickly.”

He nods in agreement.

“Even so, this girl in the photo, no matter what she looks like now, doesn’t exist anymore.”

“I know, and I know what I’m asking is a lot, but I can’t forget the look in her mother’s eyes. It wasn’t just her who disappeared. In that group they took Talassa from, there were at least a dozen others.”

“Tell me what happened.”

“There was a Greek...”

“Was?”

“Yes, the bastard paid his debts through the hands of the girls’ parents. By now he’s probably burning in hell.” He finally pulls up a chair and sits across from me. “The bastard owned the island where this girl lived.”

“Leandros Argyros.”

He doesn’t seem surprised that I know who we’re talking about. Grigori knows me. I investigate not only everyone around me but also anyone close to my family.

“Yes. The island he owned didn’t have a high school for the girls to attend. In fact, I noticed several small islands around there are like that. So he proposed to the islanders that he’d give them a scholarship to study in Athens, with accommodation included and the prospect of attending university in the future.”

“But it was all a lie,” I state the obvious.

He nods again.

Fuck, some parents are naive to the extreme. If there’s one truth about life, it’s that if something seems too good to be true, it usually is a trap.

“A fucking lie. Just a means for him to get access to the little girls. We’re not sure because the bastards left no trail, but I believe she was trafficked. There are rumors of a connection between Argyros and human trafficking.”

I look at the photograph again.

“She could be anywhere in the world.”

“I know. And she might not be anywhere at all, but I need to be sure. I’m asking as a personal favor.”

When he sees I’m still undecided, he continues, “You’re not indifferent. You can’t be. Not after your past.”

“I already told you not to bring my sister into this, damn it.”

“I’m not trying to reopen old wounds, but we both know how that marked you.”

“I got over it. People die every day.”

“You got over shit. If that were true, you wouldn’t have started a fight with your grandfather by refusing to profit from prostitution and girl trafficking.”

“I don’t want to deal with humans. It’s too much work. Weapons yield more.”

“Keep telling yourself that, but we both know what keeps you from using women for trade is what happened to Natalya.”

“Let’s make something very clear: you are my cousin. My blood. But don’t try to blackmail me by bringing my history into this.”

I walk to the window of the hundred-plus-story building that houses my office headquarters in Atlanta.

“I can’t promise to find her or bring her back, but I will look for her. On one condition.”

I turn to face him.

“What condition?”

“If I locate her, no matter what comes of this search, you come to the Organization for good.”

​
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CHAPTER 4
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Yerik

Georgia — United States

Two Weeks Later

“I’M NOT TALKING ABOUT this now, Pakhan.”

“Since when do you call me that when it’s just the two of us?”

“The moment you start treating me like a goddamn employee, I’ll start acting like one.”

“And wanting you to marry and give me descendants is treating you like an employee?”

“If I have to choose one of those dolls you call options, then yes.”

“They are good girls from good families. Besides, you’ve had plenty of fun before, and you can continue to do so after marriage, as long as you’re discreet. One of them will just be the official one.”

“No, thank you. When I choose my wife, I don’t plan on continuing to scatter my seed around the world.”

I know he won’t give a damn about what I’m saying. This isn’t the first time we’ve had this argument, or the first time I’ve been pressured to marry.

“If I hadn’t scattered my seed around the world, you wouldn’t exist.”

“And who would be the loser then?” I’m pissed off and want to end the conversation, but to my surprise, he laughs.

“You couldn’t be more like me if you tried, son.” Just as suddenly as it started, the laughter stops. “But you know you’ll have to decide soon. I don’t have much time left in this vale of tears we call a planet. When you’re sitting in my place, you’ll need a good wife by your side and children to carry on the family business.”

I know he’s right, and I also know that sooner or later I’ll have to start vetting the options, but in my own way, not from some fucking list. The future of the Organization depends on me, which means I have to set an example, obeying the unwritten rules, but I can choose my own wife.

I take a breath, fed up. This is the not-so-great part of being the boss.

“I’ll think about it.”

“Should we send other names? Last year’s girls are women now, they’d make excellent wives.”

“No, thank you. The list I was given is more than sufficient,” I lie to make him stop talking.

“When are you coming home?” He changes the subject, perhaps sensing I’ve reached my limit.

I know he’d be offended if I said it out loud, but more and more I consider the United States my true home. After my parents died in a train accident five years ago, the only reasons to visit Russia have been business, whether contracts or to see the Pakhan. My grandfather’s health is failing, and he’s avoided leaving the old country.

“I can’t come at the moment, but soon.”
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Days Later

“NOTHING YET?”

“More or less,” answers Maxim, my second-in-command and my most trusted man after Grigori.

“What does that mean?”

“We have a lead. According to the information you gave me, she disappeared three years ago, right? The old Greek was dealing not only with the Albanians but also with our own people back then.”

“I know, but she wasn’t sent to Russia.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because I already ordered a search there. No one would be crazy enough to hide something like that from me.”

He doesn’t argue because we both know I’m right.

“The group that girl was in wasn’t the first shipment the Greek sent out of the country. From what we can tell, there are at least a hundred of these girls missing. Many, I’m sure, are no longer with us. Maybe not even this Talassa.”

“I know, but I told Grigori we’d have a conclusion about what happened to her, and I intend to keep that promise.”

“Right. I said there was a lead. So, here it is.” He pulls something from his pocket. “If she was part of the group handed over to the Albanians that mid-year, then maybe this makes things a lot easier.”

“Why?”

“We got some interesting intel. There was a special order that summer. The delivery was to be made directly to the castle.”

“Castle?”

“Yes. Directly to the boss. Gjergj Bardha.”

“I don’t see how being in that son of a bitch’s hands is a better fate. I don’t see the ease in that path, as you claimed.”

“She could have ended up in the hands of several others like him, simultaneously. So, from where I stand, it is a better fate, yes.”

The innocent face appears, uninvited, in my head.

“Verify this as quickly as possible. I need an answer by the end of this week. This shit has been dragging on for a while, and I don’t tolerate unfinished business. One more thing. Get everything about her previous life. Hers and her family’s.”

“Like what, for example?”

“Everything. Even the fucking sneeze she let out at birth. About this castle, get someone from the inside. Not just someone who knows their routine, but someone who’s been there long enough to have seen the girl around.”

When he leaves, I open my desk drawer and take out her photo again.

There’s something in her eyes that makes me check the picture every goddamn day. Like a silent call, Talassa won’t let me forget this shit. If the information Maxim gave me is true, the problem is bigger than I thought.

If she had simply been sold, it would be easy to negotiate for her. These girls are, to them, nothing more than merchandise, and like any product, they have a price. But if she’s serving the boss, the situation changes completely. Besides the fact that she couldn’t be in worse company. Gjergj is legendary for having no respect for the female sex.
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Montenegro — Europe

One Week Later

“YOU ARE SIGNING MY death warrant. If they find out I was here, my life is over.”

His English is shit, but fear is a universal language.

Instead of answering, I stare at him. We both know he has nothing to worry about. Either way, he won’t be leaving here alive. The idiot should have intuited that the moment he got involved with the Albanians, his countdown began. Whether by his enemies or his own people.

I hadn’t planned on traveling, but I had to come to Europe. It would be too risky to bring a guest to the United States.

“Then we can think together about what kind of death you want. If you give us what we want, maybe I’ll be good to you,” Maxim explains.

A flash of fear passes through the man’s eyes. Gjergj is an imbecile for keeping someone so weak close. It only took a few hours of encouragement for him to start spilling everything.

“I don’t know much more than I said. The girl belongs to the man’s son. They live as if they were husband and wife, and no one touches her besides the boy.”

From the outside, someone might mistake this for a friendly conversation, if not for our guest’s broken nose.

Maxim moves closer to the Albanian. It’s just the three of us in this basement. Even though he doesn’t have a weapon in his hands, a man would have to be very stupid not to perceive the implicit threat in his posture.

His voice is low and the sentences come out slowly. Yet, it scares his adversaries more than outright threats.

“You know, you’re starting to tire me. I’ll give you one more minute, and then I’ll start thinking of fun ways for us to spend the rest of the night,” my man pronounces.

“Explain this part about the girl belonging to your boss’s son.”

It’s the first time I’ve spoken, and I can see his pupils dilate. Until now, he hadn’t looked directly at me, but despite showing fear, he was raised to understand he must show respect to the boss, whatever his nationality.

“The boy is sick. Some kind of serious illness that made him stop walking. What I know is he doesn’t have much time left, and he asked for a wife as a birthday present a few years ago. So, he got one.”

I already knew about the illness, of course. By now, I know all of Gjergj’s relatives inside out. I’d never looked into his personal life, as it wasn’t necessary. We don’t do business with the Albanians, but since they’ve been causing us problems lately, they were already in our sights even before my cousin asked for help finding the girl.

I look at the human trash in front of me. I want to try to fly back to the States today, but first I need confirmation that Talassa is the girl ordered to be the wife of Gjergj’s son.
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