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PROLOGUE
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Lara

Surys Island — Greece

THE DAY AFTER HER SIXTEENTH birthday

I try to focus on the sound of the sea crashing on the rocks below us, but her voice won’t let me find the peace I need right now.

“Lara, you have to be joking. This will never work,” Amara says.

I feel my wet hair dripping down my back. I spent nearly twenty minutes in the shower before stuffing a few clothes into a backpack and coming to meet her. Now, I wonder if I should have scrubbed myself a little harder. Only, I know it doesn’t matter how much soap I use, I’ll never feel completely clean again.

I look at my friend, the only one I have. She’s the daughter of one of our staff.

My mother tried everything to stop a friendship from growing between us, but we always got along.

I don’t want to involve her more than necessary, so I try to pretend I’m calm.

She can’t find out. No one can know.

“I have no other choice. Please, Amara. I can’t stay here, or my life will be over. They’ll never let me leave, and I want to be free,” I lie.

“How won’t they let you? You’re smart, you have to study, like everyone else. Didn’t you say your mother was thinking of sending you to Switzerland?”

I clench my fists at my sides.

“Please,” I insist, not knowing what other arguments to use to convince her. Amara has no idea I need to run, and I need to run now.

I feel a pang of guilt for deceiving my friend. The truth is, I was supposed to leave the island in just over a month, but that was before what happened. If they find out, I’ll go to prison.

Another prison. A real one this time, not just with my mother and stepfather as my jailers.

Amara takes my hand, lacing our fingers together. I resist the urge to ask for a hug. If I do, I won’t be able to go through with this.

“But everyone will notice,” she argues. “And what will I tell my parents? Doctor Leandros could turn on them if he finds out. My father is terrified of the man. Besides, if I agree to what you’re proposing, the one who’ll be stuck in this place forever will be me.”

“I have money saved up,” I hurry to assure her. “I can share it with you. Didn’t you tell me you dreamed of seeing the world? Do it. Be the master of your own destiny. You’re almost of age anyway.”

Amara, unlike me—I’m only sixteen—is almost eighteen and has always wanted to leave.

That’s the irony of it all. Until what happened in the early hours of this morning, of the two of us, she was the one in a hurry to live. Beautiful and brave. The girl I always wanted to be. I drank in her stories about how fun it was to go out with her boyfriends, what they did, even her experience trying alcohol. I lived vicariously through her for so long, fantasizing about being in her place.

“You’ll have money to start a good life,” I promise. “You told me your parents wouldn’t care if you kept studying or not, that they only accepted the scholarship to please that Doctor Leandros Argyros. So what difference does it make? I’ll pretend to be you for just a couple of days. Just long enough to find a place to live in Athens.”

What I don’t say is that I’ll probably have to cross the border into another country.

“You say you’ll share your money with me, but you’ll need it for food and rent. If your plan is to run away from the boarding school, you’ll need money to survive.”

She runs a hand over her face, and I realize that for the first time since we’ve known each other, she’s afraid. It disappoints me a little. It’s like watching your idol crack. Amara was always everything I wished I could be.

“Alright, let’s do it,” she finally decides. “But I don’t want any trouble.”

I don’t think my running away will cause trouble for her, though she’ll probably hate me when she learns the truth.

But by then, I’ll be long gone.
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Later That Same Day

THE BUS RIDE FEELS like it will never end, and I’m restless.

If all goes well, I’ll only stay at the boarding school for two days and then vanish into the world. Amara promised me she wouldn’t tell anyone. She’ll wait until they figure out the switch.

I’m in the middle of planning my escape when I see a girl with hair as brown as mine talking to herself.

I think that before what happened today, that girl could have been me—just as silly and innocent. Until this morning, when my world turned upside down. No, if I’m honest, my life had already changed the moment Mama let that man into our house a year ago.

Stop thinking about it, Lara.

The girl keeps murmuring softly, and I almost smile when I hear her matching cloud shapes to animals and objects, but then I remember I can’t be like that anymore. Smiley. Happy. I need to adopt Amara’s personality, or no one will respect me.

“What are you mumbling about over there?” I ask, imitating my friend’s mocking tone when she used to talk to me.

She studies me in silence. She’s really pretty. I shouldn’t be striking up a conversation with another girl. The fewer people who remember me, the easier it will be to disappear.

“Not going to answer? I’ve been listening to you talk to yourself for a few minutes now,” I continue.

“I’m sorry if I bothered you,” she says.

“What the hell was all that about lions and rabbits?”

She shrugs.

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

Of course I knew that, but I couldn’t admit it, or my disguise would be blown.

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

Despite my rudeness, she extends her hand.

“Good afternoon, I’m Talassa Galanis.”

“Lara Nomikos,” I lie, mixing my real first name with Amara’s last name. “Which island are you from?”

“Pletánya.”

“That explains your backwoods manner. Let’s pray you can at least interact with people. Want some advice, Talassa? Lose that childish air. I’m sure great opportunities will come our way in the near future,” I state, repeating the words Amara said to me a few months ago.

We keep talking for a while, and the more she speaks, the more I like her.

I wish I could have met her under normal circumstances. I decide, however, that for as long as I’m at the boarding school, I’ll stick close to Talassa.

“Consider today your lucky day, girl. You’ve just won me as a friend.”

That’s what Amara told me when we met as children. But unlike me, who nearly jumped for joy back then, Talassa gives me a sweet, yet ironic smile.

“Yeah, I guess I am lucky.”
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Days Later

WHEN WE HAD THAT CONVERSATION on the bus, I had no idea Talassa would become the shred of sanity that would keep me alive.

The only memory of purity and innocence. Qualities I would never have again.

As soon as the hell began and I realized there was no chance of escaping that nightmare right away, I saved myself through her. By keeping her untouched. Her heart free of the poison running through my blood.

But I will never give up. Not so much for myself. I reached a point where I don’t care anymore.

Talassa, however, became my mission. To give back the life that was stolen from her, the only reason to keep fighting.

​
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CHAPTER 1
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Grigori

Pletánya Island — Greece

Three Years Later

I LIKE THE QUIET OF this place. The landscape, aside from the sea in the background, is a bit monotonous, but I don’t need variety. In fact, I prefer patterns. No surprises, no twists.

As I walk across the rugged terrain, I think this will likely be the last time I set foot here. Odin, the only other human being I’ve been loyal to besides my family, and who I’ve worked with for about ten years—since we finished college—has settled his accounts with the past and decided to donate this island to a cooperative run by Darius, one of the residents. So, there’s no longer any reason for us to come back.

I look at the spot where the boathouse I ordered demolished a few hours ago used to stand, and I think about how gloriously Leandros Argyros paid for all his sins. I have no doubt that on the night we left him with his former employees, the bastard suffered.

I’m not easily impressed, but I never would have imagined someone with as unassuming an appearance as Darius could lead a lynching. I guess no one really knows what a father or mother would do to avenge their child.

Anyway, the miserable fuck got what he deserved. One less woman-abuser in the world.

I unlock my car and am about to get in when a woman with a weary look, though I believe she’s not even forty, crosses my path.

“She’s not dead,” she says.

I look at her for a moment, trying to piece the puzzle together, but it doesn’t take long to realize I’m speaking with Darius’s wife. I’ve seen her in passing a few times.

“How do you know?” I ask, immediately understanding who she’s referring to.

“I feel it in my heart. Please, find my daughter. I haven’t slept properly in three years. Here’s a picture of her.”

The girl, Talassa, was one of those taken with a false promise of a scholarship in the capital, Athens, and who, like the others, vanished into thin air.

Her father, Darius, asked Odin and me for help. However, no matter how hard we searched, we couldn’t trace them.

That’s saying something, considering Odin is considered the emperor of information technology. So, the lack of clues led both of us to intuit what had happened—they were most likely trafficked into the sex trade.

I could have resolved this doubt with a phone call; even without guaranteeing we’d find her alive, we could at least give the parents some closure. The problem is, Odin didn’t want to owe my family another favor after what happened with the Sheikh.

I observe the woman. She looks exhausted. Dead while still alive.

My first instinct is to say I’m sorry, but that I won’t get involved, but there’s so much desperation on her face that I end up reconsidering.

I take the photograph from her hand and pocket it without looking.

I pull a card from my pocket and hand it to her.

“Call this number in one month. I’ll see what I can do.”

As soon as I get in the car, I complete a call on the phone I use to speak with members of the Organization. It was designed by Odin, and a few similar models were made exclusively for the CIA.

I call the only person who might be able to discover the girl’s whereabouts: my cousin Yerik, the head of the Russian mafia in the United States.

“What do you want?” he asks as soon as he answers.

“I need a favor.”

“Another one?”

“Yes. I want 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.”

“If she’s disappeared, the name is the least important thing. I need a photograph.”

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

“No. Where are you?”

“In Greece.”

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

He hangs up without saying goodbye.

If there’s any chance the girl can be brought back to her family, Yerik is the person who can do it.
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Atlanta — Georgia

Days Later

I DIDN’T WANT TO COME to Georgia. Nothing against Yerik—he, my grandfather, and Odin are my only true friends—but I spent the entire flight back from Greece wondering why the hell I didn’t give that woman a flat-out no. It would have avoided a lot of headaches in the future, and right now I could be in my penthouse in Manhattan, relaxing.

This Talassa isn’t the first and won’t be the last trafficked girl, and being realistic, she’s probably already dead.

In the end, I’ll still have to tell the mother, when she calls me, that she’ll never see her daughter again.

I arrive at the headquarters of Vassiliev Real Estate Ventures, the legitimate side of my cousin Yerik’s business, the future Pakhan of the Organization, and nod at his secretary.

I don’t knock before entering. There are no formalities between us.

“I said I’d send someone to find you,” he says as soon as he sees me.

Christ, the man manages to be even more brusque than I am.

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

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

He’s right, of course. Although the Organization’s business doesn’t involve human trafficking, whether for sex or slave labor, they don’t get involved in other people’s problems.

“Any leads on who took her?” he asks.

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

“Forget it. She’s probably not even alive anymore,” he replies, voicing my own thought.

“Her mother thinks she is.”

He stands and walks to the window.

“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, but if they have the girl, and depending on how valuable she is to them, we could kick off the fucking apocalypse.”

I stay silent until he finishes speaking. There aren’t many people I feel like listening to, but Yerik and our grandfather Ruslan, the current Pakhan, are among them.

“Wasn’t the cleanup I did for Lykaios enough?” he says, referring to the Sheikh we had to make disappear. “Do you know Kaled, the Sheikh’s brother, is looking for him?” He continues to vent his anger.

“The man was a rapist,” I shoot back, disgusted. “The Earth is a better place now that he can’t practice his sick acts anymore.”

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

“I’m not getting into that again. There isn’t even a shadow of a hero in me. You know that, in that case, it was personal. He was after Odin’s woman,” I say.

He rubs his face with both hands.

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

I show him the photograph of Talassa.

“In this picture, she’s Natalya’s age, Yerik. I think she was sold not long after, at sixteen.”

I don’t like bringing up the past, especially when it concerns his sister, who was murdered, but I’ll play the cards I have. The circumstances under which my cousin’s life was stolen are too similar to Talassa’s for him to remain indifferent.

All I want is for this mess to be over so I can erase the desperate look in that woman’s eyes from my memory.

“Don’t play that fucking game with me, Grigori. Don’t bring Natalya into this. I don’t want to get involved. The girl is not my problem.”

“No, she’s not. And she’s not mine either, but I’ve met her parents. And about the mother, especially, I swear to God the woman is hanging by a thread, between life and death. I know the chances of finding her are slim, but I want to try. If you don’t help me, I’ll go after her alone.”

“You’ll be dead within twenty-four hours. Things have changed. The Albanians don’t respect any hierarchy. No one will give a damn that you’re the grandson of the current Pakhan. They don’t follow a code. They’re small groups of imbeciles, each one thinking they’re the king of some shit.”

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

He finally takes the photo, and I can see the image shakes him. In it, Talassa still looked like a child.

“How many years has she been missing?” he asks.

“Three.”

“Maybe there’s a chance she survived. She’s very beautiful. They wouldn’t discard her so soon. Still, this girl in the photo, no matter what she looks like now, doesn’t exist anymore.”

I don’t want to think about that, so I steer the conversation.

“It wasn’t just her. In that group Talassa was in, there were at least another dozen.”

“Tell me what happened.”

“I believe they were sold by a Greek billionaire. He deceived her father and so many others, dangling a promise of a scholarship. The cargo ships he owned were just a front. He was involved in much heavier business, mainly human trafficking.”

“Name?”

“Leandros Argyros, but it doesn’t matter. He’s dead now.”

He spins a letter opener between his fingers.

“And how do you expect us to find her?”

I shrug.

“By doing whatever it takes.”

Yerik looks at the photograph again.

“She could be anywhere in the world.”

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

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

I turn to face him.

“What condition?”

“If I locate her, regardless of what comes of this search, you come into the Organization for good. Soon I’ll be the Pakhan, and you, my Consigliere.”

​
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Lara

The Castle — Somewhere In Albania

Three Weeks Later

“YOU ARE NOT AFRAID. You are not afraid. You didn’t come this far to turn into a coward now,” I repeat to myself as I walk toward my bedroom door in the dead of night.

As always, I walk with my head down, not looking at the walls around me, because I know what I’d find there.

Mirrors. Dozens of them.

When that miserable bastard Gjergj discovered how much I hated them, he ordered dozens of mirrors of every conceivable size and shape to be installed in my room. I’ve learned never to look at them. I can’t bear to see my own reflection. I prefer the memory I hold of myself, not the woman I’ve become.

A submissive. The favorite slave. That’s why I haven’t been resold yet. But I’m not foolish enough to think it will last. Sooner or later, the wretch would toss me into the arms of another monster like himself.

My foot finds a hollow spot in the floor, and a noise echoes in the night’s silence. The castle is ancient, full of sounds—creaks in the walls, groans from the wide wooden planks underfoot.

I have to be quick, and silent. I know this is my only chance.

Gjergj has been in the United States since Aleksander took a turn for the worse, and now he’ll stay for the funeral. The bastard’s son died sooner than I expected, and my carefully crafted plan cannot fail. If it does, it’s the end of the line for me and Talassa.

My window of time is tiny. I have to do everything exactly as we arranged. She already knows her escape route; I sent the instructions and money.

After so many years in captivity, I’ve learned to be flexible. We’re both good actresses, but I can persuade almost anyone to do what I want.

Still, we have to move in unison. One slip, and we’re dead—or worse, because I know there are things far more painful than death.

This isn’t the first time I’ve left my room in the middle of the night. For over a year, since he allowed me to sleep without the chains, I’ve gone downstairs with the excuse of wanting food or water.

In truth, I’ve been studying a way to escape. I never gave up on getting out, but he knew there wasn’t a chance, with the castle in the middle of nowhere and me not even knowing how to drive. So he pretended to trust me more, granting me this false sense of freedom.

What he never suspected was that I used these nocturnal walks to study the people here, to discover which of them might be vulnerable to an approach.

Months ago, when I was taken to the house where Talassa is kept in New York, I managed to get close to one of the staff—a cook—who became my informant. Not even my friend knew who was helping us. She never wondered why this woman was kind to her, sometimes adding items she liked to the grocery list.

The cook had a sister in the same situation as us, kidnapped and sold by the monster. When I asked why she worked for him, she told me one day she’d kill Gjergj. I smiled and nodded, but I knew she’d never do it, for the simple reason that I’m going to be the one to kill him.

Still, she was useful. She got some money to Talassa and provided a fake ID so my friend could arrange her part of the plan.

Here, my helper is an old man who works in the gardens. No, he’s not kind to me like a father or grandfather would be. Like all the others, he covets me and imagines I’d actually run away with him if I could. That’s his interest in me.

Like the cook, he gave me money and will be waiting for me downstairs tonight so we can flee to the city, but I have no ID, no documents. If I escape, once I get rid of him, I’ll be walking like a vagrant, at least for the first few days.

I didn’t want to frighten Talassa, but I don’t even know if I’ll make it to the Greek border. What matters, though, is that she’ll be free. It’s much easier to find help in a city like New York, where she’s held, than in the middle of nowhere in Albania.

Talassa is my family. The girl I promised myself I’d save from this hell. The only source of love I have in this world.

Apart from what I feel for my friend, there is only hatred inside me. I wish everyone here would die. Every last one of them, without exception.

The moment I open my bedroom door, I realize the castle is strangely silent.

Usually, there’s some bastard on watch, pacing the corridors like a guard dog.

In the beginning, when I came down, they’d try to intimidate me, their eyes hurling implicit threats, but I quickly learned their fear of the boss was greater than their desire to hurt me.

I stop in the middle of the hallway, my heart racing from what I’m about to do, but it takes only a few seconds to understand something is very wrong.

I think if you dropped a needle in the air right now, I could hear the sound it made when it hit the floor.

And it’s not just that. There’s the smell, too.

Something ochre and sickly sweet spreads rapidly, dominating my senses.

Instinct screams at me to run, but paradoxically, I’m frozen to the spot. The next instant, the hairs on the back of my neck stand up as I sense a presence behind me. There’s no time to turn because a gloved hand clamps over my mouth and nose. I’m lifted from the floor, and seconds before I lose consciousness, my final thought is for her.

Talassa.

I’ve failed my friend. I’ve just condemned us both.
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One Day And One Night Later

Somewhere In Europe

UNLIKE MOST PEOPLE, I embrace the darkness as a gift.

In the dark, I can pretend I’m not where I don’t want to be. I can pretend I’m someone else, not a prisoner. I can even delude myself into imagining the monster doesn’t exist. So, waking in a room with no light doesn’t frighten me. What does is the soft bed beneath me, the smell of cleanliness, and, most of all, the fact that I’m not chained.

I’m still coming to, a little dazed. I thought I’d been captured by one of the Albanian guards, but even with my mind foggy, I know that’s not the case. There’s no chance I wouldn’t have been punished if they’d caught me trying to escape.

I was fully dressed and wearing shoes in the middle of the night, not in pajamas as expected. They would have put the pieces together quickly.

I sit up carefully and feel along the side of the bed. To my surprise, my fingers find a lamp. It takes me a moment to figure out how to turn it on, but when the light finally blooms, I’m stunned by the room around me.

The walls are draped in red fabric with gold patterns, and the furniture is heavy, made of dark wood.

Wealth and luxury announce themselves in every detail.

I know I’m no longer in the castle, and I wonder what kind of game this is. Over the years, I learned the monster enjoyed playing mind games with me, crafting illusions of escape just for his amusement. I’ve walled off hope in my mind, knowing escape would never be easy, so I don’t believe someone has come to rescue me, either.

I grew accustomed to strategizing how to survive each day, but that was before. Now I’m in a place I can’t locate, with no idea what awaits me.

Fear hits me so hard it turns my stomach.

I don’t want to die. I didn’t come this far for my life to end like this.
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CHAPTER 3
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Grigori

Atlanta — Georgia

The Next Day

“ARE YOU SURE ABOUT this?” Odin asks from the other end of the line.

This might be the longest phone call we’ve had since we started living together.

“We both knew this time would come.”

“I’m not going to play the big brother, but I don’t like knowing who you’ll be working for from now on.”

“You are playing the big brother, but I get it. You just need to remember they’re my family. I grew up in that world, and even though I haven’t been fully in the Organization until now, we both know I’m no saint.”

He ignores that part of what I say because he’s already had firsthand proof of it. It’s a relief to speak openly on these untraceable phones; otherwise, I’d have to go to New York to talk, and I have too much work to do. I just found out two more Organization shipments were intercepted by mercenaries. Yerik is sure the theft came from the Albanians.

There are rumors they’re also seizing merchandise from other brotherhoods, which means those idiots are now walking around with targets on their backs.

“Will you come to me if you need anything?” Odin asks, pulling me back into the conversation.

“Like what, for example?”

“For anything, Grigori. Anytime. All you have to do is call.”

I know how closed-off he is, and his friendship means a great deal.

“I’ll be fine. Give my regards to Elina.”

“I will. Don’t forget: I’m just a phone call away.”
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Le Crépuscule Nightclub

That Same Night

“I’VE ALREADY SPOKEN to Odin,” I inform Yerik.

“I thought you’d wait until I found the girl before cutting ties with him.”

He’s being ironic, of course, since our deal was that I’d commit fully to the Organization, regardless of the outcome of his search for Talassa. The truth is, Yerik never approved of my friendship with Odin, since he’s not family.

“You’ll find her, and we both know it,” I reply, ignoring the jab. He doesn’t even try to hide how pleased he is that I’m definitively inside the brotherhood now.

“Even if all I find is her body.”

I’m not shocked by what he says; the possibility is real.

“I just need to deliver answers to the girl’s mother. Whether she’s alive or dead isn’t my problem.”

We’re sitting in the VIP section of one of the clubs owned by the Organization. We don’t usually come to this part of the establishment, always limiting ourselves to the office, but today I need to clear my head.

Yerik’s other three shadows—Dmitri, Maxim, and Leonid—are also seated with us, though a little apart. None of them bother to disguise their distrust of me, and I know why.

I walk comfortably between legality and the criminal world without losing a night’s sleep over it. I have connections on both sides, and what they probably don’t suspect is that precisely because of this, I’ve kept brotherhood members from getting arrested on numerous occasions.

“Would you like a drink or... something else?” A blonde woman, who I suspect is one of the club’s dancers, approaches. Her voice drips honey, but although she spoke to me, she’s looking at Yerik as if challenging him.

Is she seriously trying to make him jealous right off the bat?

Before I can answer, Leonid approaches.

“Cindy, did you become a waitress and I didn’t hear about it?”

He smiles in a falsely friendly way as he asks, but I’ve been around them long enough to know that, in their own way, each of my cousin’s trusted men is a lethal killer.

In the woman’s defense, she looks embarrassed, though I’m not sure her discomfort is sincere.

“I just wanted to help,” she replies, dissembling.

“You’ll help by sticking to the job you were hired for.”

The nearly naked employee hesitates for a moment before leaving, casting one last look at Yerik, who completely ignores her.

When we’re alone again, I ask what that was about.

“A mistake,” is the curt reply. “Ruslan wants to speak with you,” he says, changing the subject.

“Do you know what it’s about?”

Unlike my cousin, who seems to have infinite patience with the Pakhan, our grandfather, my interactions with him always end in an argument.

“Probably because of what I told him today about you being my future Counselor when I take over.”

“I haven’t given an answer on that yet. I only agreed to join the Organization permanently. You’re putting the cart before the horse, Yerik.”

“I told you I’d make you my Counselor. Let’s be frank: you’ve always belonged to the Organization, you were just too stubborn to admit it. All I’ll be doing is making your status as a member official once and for all. I want you by my side. You’re more than my blood, you’re my brother.”

That ends any chance of argument. He’s lost everything except me and our grandfather. Even though Ruslan has grandchildren scattered around the world, our family basically boils down to the three of us.

“I gave you my word, and I won’t go back on it,” I say.

“I expected nothing less.”
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One Day Later

YERIK JUST CALLED TO tell me he has Talassa.

I couldn’t hide my surprise. Not that he rescued her, but that the girl is still alive.

I had exactly two seconds to breathe, thinking I was rid of the problem.

Girl alive. Hand her over to the family. Case closed.

And then he dropped the bomb: Talassa doesn’t want to go home.

What the hell does that mean?

He didn’t give me an explanation, just said she doesn’t ask about her parents or show any desire to return to Greece.

“Still, that was no longer my concern,” I thought.

But again, he caught me off guard with the worst possible news: besides the Greek girl, another girl was rescued—Lara—and he’s assigned me to personally watch over her until we can free them both. Apparently, Talassa has information of interest to the Organization.

There’s also the fact that if we release them now, it would be like signing their death warrants. To rescue the second girl about two days ago, Yerik ordered everyone in the castle killed. Since Lara is the only one whose body they won’t find, and from what he told me, she was also Gjergj’s personal slave, I’m sure there’s already a price on her head.

More than ever, returning to New York has become a distant dream.

I’m on my way to the airport to fly on the family’s private jet to meet a girl, with very few instructions on what awaits me.

Lara. The name is of Greek origin, too. I looked it up as soon as I got the assignment. Beyond that, I don’t know much about the girl. He told me she’s Talassa’s best friend, which doesn’t surprise me. I don’t think it’s uncommon for two girls who’ve been through what they have to bond. It’s a way of believing they’re not alone. What I can’t understand is why Yerik wanted to get involved with this extra problem.

I close my eyes, my head resting against the car seat as the driver parks.

I’ve barely set foot inside the Organization, and my life is already turned upside down.

​
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Lara

Somewhere In Europe

The Following Night

WHAT SHOULD I DO? I think two full days have passed, because I can tell when it’s dawn, and then it’s night again.

I searched the room. They brought me to a suite and the attached bathroom is very nice. To my dismay, there’s a huge mirror above the vanity, but I averted my eyes quickly.

I took a shower and grabbed one of the outfits folded on an armchair. They seem new and were a bit loose on me, but still, it shows me that whoever brought me here thought of everything.

There’s also a minifridge with soda and some cookies.

The room has a large window, but it’s sealed shut and heavy, too. I tried to open it and it didn’t budge. I’m on the second floor of a house and the landscape outside looks a bit like the one around the castle: an immense field, with no other buildings in sight.

I was afraid to keep trying to force the window latch and end up drawing the attention of my new captors.

I walk cautiously toward the bedroom door, thinking about how I’ll manage to escape now, but before I’ve taken half a dozen steps, it opens and a man appears.

At first, I don’t look at him. Instead, I glance furtively at the exit, wondering what my chances would be if I ran.

Slim, I’m sure.

He’s very big. Probably over six foot three. His body is muscular, though not brutish like the men who lived in the castle.

I take a step to the side as a kind of test and he doesn’t move, just follows me with his eyes, like a predator analyzing its prey.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. You won’t make it,” he says for the first time, and I don’t think I’ve ever heard a tone so devoid of emotion.

It’s as if, to him, I am nothing.

I don’t care. I understood a long time ago that very few people still see me as a human being.

Perhaps his indifference should frighten me, but instead, it brings relief. I’d rather they pay no attention to me than face the disgusting, desirous looks like the ones from the monster’s employees.

“Who are you?” I ask.

“Why would that be important?”

I lift my gaze so he has no doubt that if he wants to scare me, he’ll have to do better than that. Like him, I try to show no emotion, but inside I’m full of repressed rage. I want to scream and throw something at this arrogant man, but I’m not stupid enough to challenge someone so much stronger than me.

He has a maddening self-control.

Men are usually easy to read, especially when they’re alone with a woman half their size in a room where no one will hear her screams. But I don’t need more than a few minutes with this one to understand he’s different. Since he entered the room, he’s been analyzing me without hurry.

It doesn’t cross my mind that he’s a savior. I don’t believe in fairy tales anymore, so I’m just left wondering if he’s here to hurt me or kill me.

Though I think if he wanted to kill me, I’d already be dead.

I wouldn’t stand a chance.

He’s wearing a suit and tie. He even has a matching vest. His appearance is impeccable, like the rich people who used to attend parties at my family’s home, in a past I can barely remember anymore.

His clothes don’t match those of a kidnapper. None of the Albanians I was forced to live with over the last few years dressed well or looked so clean.

No, he’s not Albanian. His English is much better than mine. I still have a heavy accent.

But what is his connection to the monster, then? Because very few people knew about the castle. Gjergj liked to boast about that. He could hide several bodies on the property without the authorities ever suspecting.

God, am I now a bargaining chip in some mafia feud? Do they think I have some value to the monster?

If that’s the case, when they find out I’m just a slave, I’ll probably be sold again.

I try to take a few breaths to calm down, but a panic attack is threatening to shut me down completely. I’ve had them many times since I was taken. Talassa and I even talked about it. She has them too. When the crisis comes, it’s frightening at first, but then I reach a secret world, all my own. I don’t hear sounds and I don’t feel touches. There’s no pain or humiliation. No one can reach me inside the dark room where my mind travels.

But today I can’t afford to go there. If I shut down, I might never wake up again. I need to stay alert to fight if necessary.

I watch him from under my lashes. I’ve learned that looking men directly in the eye can give them the wrong idea. At the same time, it can be dangerous not to pay attention to their movements.

I’ve been forced to live with all kinds of people over the last three years. Billionaires and the very poor. I can smell money from miles away. This man is rich.

He doesn’t seem bothered by being examined, as if he’s comfortable with himself.

Unshakable—that would be the word I’d choose to describe him.

I analyze his face, trying to find answers about who he is, but I can’t.

One thing you can’t deny. He’s very handsome. If he’s not mafia, is he some kind of perverted billionaire like the ones Gjergj supplied girls to, girls like me who were kidnapped?

He must be over thirty. His short hair is the color of sand, but there are some lighter strands. He looks powerful and unshakable.

His square, clean-shaven jaw is set. I’d bet he belongs to someone who doesn’t smile much.

But it’s his eyes that hold my attention.

Ice-blue and as cold as his voice.

It’s time for my performance. I’ve done this for years and done well most of the time.

Which role to choose this time? The innocent one? The angry one? The seductress?

Yes, let’s start with the seductress and try to find some weakness in him.

I put on my sweetest tone, but I’m actually studying—once again—the room they brought me to, trying to find a way out.

“It’s polite for people to introduce themselves when they first meet,” I finally answer his question.

He remains silent for a few more seconds.

His gaze travels from my feet to my head, but unlike the men I’ve had around me until now, he shows no desire, which confuses me.

Everyone who’s ever approached me has always made their interests very obvious.

The blond, however, seems to only be analyzing me, as if I were a rare specimen to be studied in a lab.

I want to move because I’m restless by nature, but I don’t need to be a genius to understand he’s a dangerous opponent.

He’s still near the door. Hands in his suit pockets. His posture would seem casual to anyone else, but I’ve stayed on alert for too long in my life to fall into that trap.

I shift my weight, and as I imagined, his eagle eyes immediately capture the movement.

What is he doing here? He doesn’t seem the type to guard someone or take orders.

“So you’re really not going to say your name? Mine is Lara Nomikos,” I say in the same way I did with the monster’s men. In a way that’s an invitation to both lust and protection. It kept them eating out of my hand, always thinking one day they’d hit the jackpot. What I don’t think they had any idea of is that I’d take pleasure in killing them one by one if I had the chance.

“I know your name.”

That’s strange. If I were just an object to be traded, who I am shouldn’t matter to him.

“But I don’t know yours,” I reply, ignoring the way he almost spat the words.

I get the feeling he doesn’t want to be here any more than I do.

“Grigori.”

“You’re not Albanian.”

He doesn’t answer. What an irritating man!

Giving up the game, I do the craziest thing in the world: I run toward him, trying to get past the door.

With just one arm, he immobilizes me.

“You are not authorized to leave.”

If I used my rational side, I’d back down, but the only thing I can think is that I won’t be made a prisoner again. I’m tired of pretending to be passive.

“Go to hell,” I say.

I kick and punch any part of that body, solid as a fortress wall.

“For God’s sake, woman. Are you trying to kill yourself?”

“Oh, now you talk to me? Tired of playing the arrogant idiot?”

While I’m sweating to break free from his arms, he doesn’t have a hair out of place, which makes me even more insane.

“Lara, stop. You’re going to hurt yourself.”

“Really? And what are you? The superhero who came to save me?” I mock.
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