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[image: ]




Aimée Olsen

3 Months Ago

YOU NEVER REALIZE HOW hard you’re willing to fight for freedom until you have nothing left to lose.

Can I die? Sure, but what the fuck difference does it make? Honestly, death sounds a hell of a lot more appealing than spending another day in this place.

I can still smell him on me. The stench of cigar, expensive whiskey, and that disgusting sweat that dripped off his body. All of it mixed with the sickly sweet scent of that woody cologne he wears. I should be used to this shit after all these years, but I’m not.

I never would be.

I’m lying here, completely still, staring at the moldy wall of the tiny room I share with Henrietta. Each of us gets one dresser with four drawers—not that we need much more than that, since we barely have any belongings.

The only source of light right now is the sun starting to peek through the crack in the window, which is locked up tight—like a prison. Which is exactly what this place is.

Everyone’s asleep after another intense “night of work,” and that’s exactly what I should be doing too, but instead I’m calculating my next moves. Running through a mental checklist to make sure I grabbed everything I need, double-checking that I can carry all my stuff without drawing attention, and trying to memorize every possible hiding spot in case something goes wrong.

I managed to get a backpack I stole from one of the new girls who showed up last week. I came here with nothing, just the clothes on my back. Well, “came” isn’t really the right word, is it? Can’t really say that when I didn’t have a choice. But anyway, back to my escape plan—I waited until my roommate left for her shift and packed everything up quick. I shoved a dozen pieces of clothes and some packages of crackers—which I stole from the pantry—into the bag so I could survive the first few days. I also managed to steal a watch from the main hall a few weeks back. It’s not much, but I’ll try to sell it to buy some food.

A slow sigh slips past my lips when I hear snoring from down the hall. It’s Carter, one of the security guards. He’s not supposed to be sleeping, but he’s exhausted—not like the girls who give their bodies for food and a bed, but still, tired—which means everyone else is too. Nobody likes working until this late, not even the monsters.

I turn over slowly so I don’t make any noise, and get out of bed. The sheet slides off my body, revealing the bruises that are part of my skin now, like tattoos I never planned to get. The room is silent, except for the sound of my held breath and my heart hammering like a wild drum inside my chest.

It’s early for normal people, the ones living their quiet lives, but not for us. At least, not early enough for anyone who works in a nightclub to already be up. On the digital clock by the bed, the numbers blink: 6:14 AM. The girls, the managers, the staff are all still asleep, buried in their own nightmares or hungover from another lost night.

This is my moment.

I slide off the mattress, wearing nothing but black leggings and an oversized shirt one of the girls left for me. “Left” is also a pretty delicate way to put it, because the poor thing didn’t get to choose how she ended up. Unfortunately, Alicia didn’t behave the way she was supposed to, and when they can’t mold people’s personalities exactly how they want, they just nip the problem in the bud and take care of it themselves. And of course, it’s always the weaker side that gets fucked. Meaning us. So when someone kicks the bucket—and I’m sure it’s for the better, since nothing could be worse than the hell we live in—we inherit their stuff.

On the floor, under my bed, I grab the backpack. I slip on my sneakers, trying to make as little noise as possible, but then a rustle of sheets makes me freeze in place.

“No, Mom, don’t let them take me,” Henrietta murmurs, tossing and turning restlessly. “Please, I promise I’ll be a good girl.”

My chest tightens knowing I won’t see her again. The blonde is a good person and has kept me company ever since she got here. She doesn’t deserve to be in this hell. None of us do, but there’s not much I can do for her. This is my only chance, and I can’t waste it trying to save someone else. Over the years, I’ve learned that in this place, it’s every man for himself. You for yourself. And today, I decided to put myself first. It sounds selfish, but unfortunately, it’s the only way out.

The girl’s breathing evens out again, and only then do I start moving. I take one last look around the room that’s been my refuge for so long. I stare at the sheets that sheltered me on the days I was exhausted, the pillow that caught my tears, the wall where I marked every single one of the two thousand two hundred and sixty-one days I spent here. I try to focus on my heart, hoping to find some emotion—the only one I notice is relief, and maybe a little fear of the unknown. But still, relief wins out.

Before I slip through the door, I open it just enough to check if the coast is clear. Carter is sitting in his armchair, his head tilted back, eyes closed, breathing rhythmically, just like I thought. Thank God. I squeeze through the gap in the door, careful not to make a sound. The worn-out carpet creaks under my feet, and I freeze, eyes wide. I hold my breath, not wanting to make any noise that might wake anyone.

After a few minutes that feel like hours, I start moving again. Each step is a small victory. One more achievement on my way out of this hell. I head toward the guest hallway where we do our “dates,” ignoring the posters on the walls that say “No drug use” and “Keep quiet.”

What a joke.

I’d laugh, if I could.

Once, I heard one of the cleaning ladies say that when she came into this hallway during the brothel’s operating hours, she felt like she was in the Umbral. For a long time, I didn’t understand what that meant, until I found out it’s a term for a region of the spiritual world where people go who didn’t take advantage of their chance to evolve during their life on Earth. It’s supposed to be a horrible place, a spiritual purgatory. According to her, there’s lots of screaming and despair.

I don’t know if that’s real, but if it exists, I don’t think there’s a better description.

The moans of the girls—most of them fake—the shouting and cursing of the men, the fights that always break out, whether between customers or even staff, make it all a horror show. It’s like we’re trapped in a horror movie every single day. Everything repeats in an endless loop.

When I reach the entrance to the main hall, I’m transported to a new world. The empty space echoes with the calm of an abandoned building, nothing like the jungle it becomes during operating hours, when the clients show up, dragging their addictions and egos loaded with threats. I look around and see nothing but broken glasses on the floor, overturned chairs, and random scraps of clothing left behind. A battlefield after the war.

Being here is suffocating—the air leaves my lungs every time I’m forced to come downstairs and interact, even if it’s just to get attention, since I’m not allowed to service anyone except him. At first, I stayed in my room and only came out when it was time to receive him. But that disgusting piece of shit developed a fetish for showing me off to everyone who came in, so I started spending more time in this space.

I take a deep breath, trying to focus my mind on what I have to do. I need to get out of here before the cleaning crew arrives and sees me. Or before someone wakes up, because they’ll notice I’m gone and tell Miranda, the woman in charge of us. And if she finds out I’m trying to escape, I know I’m fucked. They wouldn’t kill me—they’d lose their biggest client—but I’m sure I’d get some new bruises. On the bright side, at least I’d have some time without having to deal with that demon, physically anyway. But I won’t be here to test that theory. Or at least, that’s what I’m hoping.

With steady steps, I cross the hall. In the corner, the bar counter is cluttered with empty bottles. I think about grabbing a weapon or something to protect myself, but then I hear the sound of shoes hitting the floor, and my pulse races, distracting me and cranking up my anxiety. I look around, searching for a place to hide—my heart is beating so hard it feels like it’s going to tear through my chest any second. The booth where some women are forced to dance is too far for me to reach in time. The bar is full of broken glass, and I might bump into something and make noise, and the stage is on the opposite side from where I am.

Fuck!

Fuck!

Fuck!

I scan the room and find what might be my salvation. I run to the closet where the customers‘ coats are kept. I duck inside without a second thought. Vlad, a brute who barely fits in his own clothes, is the one watching the front door. I hear some grumbling and manage to see through the crack that he’s on his phone. I don’t pay attention to anything he’s saying—it’s none of my business, and I don’t give a shit anyway. But the only question lingering in my mind is: who the hell is talking this early? What’s so important that someone’s arguing this vehemently at this hour? Finally, I see him head toward the kitchen without noticing me. Perfect. That gives me a small boost of confidence to keep going.

My target is the back bathroom, the one the clients have access to. One of the only rooms in this hell that isn’t covered by cameras and doesn’t have locks. I push the door open with my foot, trying to ignore the stench of urine and alcohol that hits me as soon as I step inside. My eyes sweep the room, anxious to find what I memorized weeks ago.

The window is there, half-open, just a few feet off the ground. Narrow enough that I’ll have to squeeze through, but wide enough to give me an escape route. I take a deep breath, filling my lungs with one last gulp of the rotten air of this cursed place, and walk over.

One foot on the urinal, then the other on the wide sink. The backpack slides off my shoulders as I push half my body out, my skin scraping against the wall, burning. I feel the rough edge of the window cutting through the fabric of my leggings, and panic starts to rise, threatening to paralyze me, but I keep going.

I can’t afford to stop.

Not now.

I shove myself hard and tumble out the other side. The impact with the ground makes me grunt, but I don’t give the pain time to settle in. I get up before panic takes over, adjust the backpack on my back, and start running.

I’m not used to exercising, so the burning in my chest starts within the first few minutes. I feel the wind hitting my face, each gust like a slap, an ice cube thrown at my skin. It hurts, but at the same time, it’s delicious.

It’s liberating.

Fuck.

Six years trapped without feeling the sun on my skin, without knowing what biting cold is, without seeing the fallen leaves on the ground. For the first time in a long time, I’m the one calling the shots. And only one direction matters: away.

My heart feels like it’s going to explode. I’m breathing like I’m drowning, each gulp of air burning my lungs, but I refuse to stop. The empty streets stretch out in front of me like an unknown labyrinth. I have no idea which way to go, but I keep going. I know I don’t have much time before someone notices I’m gone.

Forget the exhaustion!

Forget the pain!

Forget the fear!

Run, Aimée.

Run and don’t look back.

I turn the corner and pass dirty, abandoned buildings with colorful graffiti and piles of trash on the sidewalks. I see rats scurrying through the shadows, dogs lying down watching me as I push forward with no clear direction. I’m getting away without a specific destination. I just know I need to disappear.

Suddenly, a shout echoes in the distance. I stop for a moment, leaning against the wall of a building, my chest heaving uncontrollably. Is this it? Did they notice? Did I lose already? No! I can’t give them a chance to find me, or I’ll never get another opportunity like this.

I close my eyes for just a few seconds, breathe deep, and take off again. I duck into a narrow alley, a shortcut I have no idea where it’ll lead, and run again. A frantic race to nowhere, a desperate escape into the unknown.

My feet throb with every step. The soles must be covered in blisters, but I ignore the growing burn. At some point, I lose one of the backpack straps, but I don’t bother fixing it. I keep going forward, stumbling, staggering, without stopping.

I hear loud, desperate voices. I look left and right—one way is a dead end, the other is open. But I know I can’t hold out much longer, so I take a risky decision that could be the end of me. I run toward the one blocked by a high wall and open a huge dumpster sitting there, jumping inside.

The sound of footsteps gets even closer, and a tremor runs through my body.

“You sure that bitch came this way?” I recognize Vlad’s voice. Impossible not to, since I heard it just a few minutes ago.

“Of course I’m not fucking sure!” Carter complains, irritated. He’s another one I’ll never forget—that nagging, disgusting tone. Years of being escorted by him to the room I was forced to go to.

I feel something strange moving in my hair, on my neck, my arms. I look down and see several cockroaches crawling all over me. I clamp my hand over my mouth, trying to stifle the scream of disgust and desperation trying to escape. I bite the inside of my cheek so hard that the taste of blood spreads over my tongue, making me nauseous, but I stay still.

They’re not going to find me.

They’re not going to find me.

They’re not going to find me.

They can’t find me.

“Shit, if we go back without this whore, we’re fucked,” Vlad retorts, his voice heavy with frustration. He’s close, so close I can hear his heavy breathing. I hold my breath and close my eyes, as if that’ll make me invisible. As if I can just disappear from here with a wave of my hand.

“You’re fucked, you asshole. If you’d been at your post, she wouldn’t have gotten out.”

“If you hadn’t been sleeping, she wouldn’t have even made it out of the room.”

“Fucking hell,” Carter curses, and I can feel the desperation soaked into every word.

Carefully, I move my head a little to look through the small gaps in the dumpster. I can see the security guards’ backs as they climb a ladder—which I hadn’t even noticed was there—and check on the other side of the wall, then come back down.

“Fuck!” Vlad suddenly shouts, kicking one of the cans so hard it falls over, spilling trash all over the already dirty ground and making a deafening noise. “The girl must have gone the other way. She has to have.”

My breathing trembles, and I force myself to stay silent.

Please, give up!

Please!

If there is a God, I beg Him to make them give up.

The two of them stay quiet for a while, but I know they’re still here because I can see the fabric of the suits they’re wearing. My throat burns from the effort of holding back tears and from sheer terror, but I don’t dare move. I force myself to stay perfectly still.

“Come on, before it’s too late,” Carter finally says, his voice thick with anger. He throws one last glance around, and I curl up again, praying he doesn’t get the idea to check the trash cans. At last, they start moving away, still arguing.

I stay exactly where I am, ears straining, my body wound tight as a wire about to snap. Only when the sound of footsteps and voices fades completely do I let the air trapped in my lungs rush out.

That was close.

Way too close.

The stench of the garbage around me hits me full force, and the cockroaches are still crawling restlessly over my skin, but none of that bothers me as much as the feeling of almost being caught—the knowledge that one slip and all my effort would have gone down the drain. My muscles ache, my fingers are numb from being clenched so tight, and my palm is marked from the force of my grip, but I stay just like this, frozen in place.
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I HAVE NO IDEA HOW long I’ve been in here—maybe minutes, maybe hours—but I feel like I can’t hold this position anymore. My body is numb in places I never thought possible. My knees are screaming from being bent in the same position for so long, my lower back throbs, and my arms feel like they’re being stabbed by a thousand needles, the burning is so intense. So I decide to get out. I check through the crack that no one’s around, and only when I’m sure I’m truly alone do I push the lid open with one hand and lift my torso out. Everything in me protests. It takes me a few minutes to gather the strength to make the first move and get out of there. The alley is empty and dark, which tells me it’s already late in the day.

Shit. I spent way too long inside that trash.

Slowly, I get up, trying to ignore the trembling in my legs. Every movement sounds way too loud in my ears, but it’s now or never.

With tremendous effort, I climb out of the dumpster and lean against the wall to regain some balance. The stench of filth mixes with the smell of sweat dripping down my body and piss, since I couldn’t hold it all day. I have nowhere to clean myself, and even less time to worry about the deplorable state I’m in. I need to get away from here as fast as possible—that’s all that matters!

I climb the staircase where the guards searched for me and see that it’s just another alley. Even with sparks of pain shooting through every fiber of my being, I force myself not to waste time standing here. I jump over to the other side, trying to put as much distance between me and where I was, just in case they decide to come back.

I keep walking, still aching, trying to get used to the movement, with no idea where I’m going. After a long time, I notice the buildings have changed, the streets seem less menacing than the ones I was in earlier. I look around, trying to find a landmark, somewhere I can hide, but I obviously have no clue where I am or where I should go.

I have no money, I don’t know anyone, and I have no plan beyond running away. And even though I’m completely lost, this is the best feeling I’ve ever had.

A few people pass by me and stare with disgust. A judgmental look is on every one of their faces. Disdain, even fear, flickers in their eyes. I see some people even cross the street to avoid passing near me.

Breathe, Aimée.

Breathe.

I spot a group of men sitting in front of a shop, and a chill runs down my spine. I lower my head and speed up, even though I’m exhausted. I only slow down once I’m on the next block.

After walking for a long time, my feet ache, my stomach growls loudly, and my head throbs. My strength has completely drained away, and I’m at my limit.

Don’t stop.

Keep going.

You can do this.

This is nothing compared to everything you’ve been through.

Be strong.

I have to force myself to keep up the pace, because it feels like my muscles no longer respond to the commands my brain sends. Finally, I look around, and after what seems like an eternity, I find another dark alley between two restaurants. At the far end, I spot two huge trash cans that will work as a hiding spot. I run over and squeeze behind them, sitting down on the hard ground.

My head falls back, resting against the wall. My heart beats out of rhythm, and chills run through my body.

A sob escapes my lips, but I quickly swallow it. Crying won’t get me anywhere. I take a deep breath and look around. The chaos inside me screams for answers, for solutions, but obviously nothing comes to mind. I’m out of that brothel, but I’m flooded with questions: Where do I go now? How will I survive? How can I wander around without any of the clients recognizing me? Without Miranda and her men finding me and dragging me back?

Breathe, Aimée.

The most important thing is that you’re far away from that hell. The rest will fall into place.

You’ll figure it out.

For now, I stay here, hidden in the shadows, trying to catch my breath and find a direction. Everything is still uncertain, but one thing is clear: I’m no longer a prisoner.

I’m no longer the girl chained to a bed.

I’m just Aimée, and starting today, I can be whatever I want.

​
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CHAPTER 1
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Mason Zimmerman

Present Day

“NO, MASON.” THE MAN with long hair and a thin body trembles, shielding himself behind an old bench.

As if that would be enough to save him from what’s coming. Did he forget who he’s dealing with? I stare at him without blinking, and he tries to stare back, acting like he isn’t afraid of us—but I see the exact moment he falters, the moment his vulnerability bleeds through. It’s always the same. They fuck up, and then they practically piss their pants. These motherfuckers can never face the consequences of what they’ve done.

“No, what?” I click my tongue. The sound is the only noise in the abandoned warehouse, and it echoes loud.

“I’ll take care of everything,” he blurts out, his voice dropping low as he straightens his spine.

“And when exactly is that going to happen?” I ask, but the asshole doesn’t answer me, so I keep going: “The moment you get on a plane and disappear into the world?” His eyes go wide when he realizes we know about his stupid plan, but he recovers fast and stays silent. I turn to my friend instead. “What do you think, Zach?”

“Honestly, I figured he’d be begging by now,” he answers with a mocking smirk.

“Does he look like he’s begging to you?” I ask, furrowing my brow.

“Not at all!” Zach laughs, keeping his eyes locked on the bastard. My friend is relaxed, like we’re just shooting the shit at some bar. Leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, he watches the guy on the other side start shaking, his face giving away the fear that must be eating him alive right now. “I don’t think he gets how serious this is yet.”

I agree, dragging one of the chairs to the center of the room. The screech of metal scraping concrete echoes, cranking up the tension already thick in the air. Every sound seems louder than it should be. The guy curls in on himself, like he can disappear in that pathetic posture.

“You know, Jackson...” I say calmly, sitting down and resting my elbow on the rusty backrest, looking at him like he’s an insect. “I’m not the kind of guy who likes repeating himself. But it seems like you didn’t hear me right last time, so I’ll try again... Where the fuck is the money and the drugs you stole?”

He opens his mouth, a squeaky sound slipping out, then stops. He repeats the same motions, then shuts up again, thinking. I keep staring at him without looking away, and he realizes I’m not saying another word until I hear his explanation. The discomfort is painfully obvious, but I don’t give a shit... I could stay in this exact position for hours. So when he can’t stall anymore, he falls back on his ridiculous attempt and starts stammering. The words get tangled up with sobs and the excess saliva leaking from his mouth. It’s pathetic.

I roll my eyes and tap my foot on the floor, letting my impatience show. I know that simple gesture cranks up the anxiety inside him, because the motherfucker shifts from side to side, looking for some way out.

That’s my goal... push him to the point where he feels like killing himself just to end the psychological torture. It’s brutal to watch how people handle pressure.

“I—I just needed more time, Mason... I swear I’ll pay it back. I... I just... need more...” He cuts himself off, unable to keep going. Jackson clings to every word like they’re his last hope.

I exchange a look with Zach, who just raises his eyebrows, bored, and I can read everything running through his mind: seriously? That’s his plan?

I sigh, just as bored.

“More time?” I finish his sentence, my voice low, almost soft. I stand up slowly and take a few steps toward him, feeling the adrenaline surge through my veins. “You’ve already had too much time. And guess what? I’m not a patient guy.”

Before he can process what he heard, I kick a paint can sitting near me. The noise is so loud that Jackson flings himself backward, startled. He lands flat on his ass, groaning like a wounded animal. The sound makes my blood boil, but I smile.

“Please, Mason...”

“Now he’s begging?” I ask, turning my head toward Zach.

“Doesn’t look like enough to me.” My friend spins his favorite dagger by the handle, flipping it between his fingers.

“Please... I... I have kids...” He tries to crawl away, and instead of grabbing him, I let him put a little distance between us, just so he gets the false sense that he might actually escape.

The hunt is one of the most thrilling parts, my favorite part. Breathing slow, getting ready, studying the prey—and only then striking when they least expect it.

“Kids? Should I congratulate you on having a family, or take pity on you?” I laugh, completely humorless. “Since when is that my problem? Since when do I give a single fuck about your life?”

Jackson gets up, staring at us for a few minutes, then turns his head side to side, searching for an escape route. So predictable it’s almost sad. His eyes lock onto a metal door that’s closed on the opposite side of the warehouse. I feel like laughing at his stupidity. Really fucking laughing. You’d need a hell of a lot of faith to think you’re walking out of here alive. The man gets up and starts running.

Fuck, I could be anywhere right now... I could be eating pussy, I could be drinking, I could be smoking a joint to relax—but no, I’m stuck here dealing with this imbecile.

I pull my Tanfoglio pistol from my waistband calmly. I let Jackson get far; I can almost smell the hope coming off him from here. I swear, if my mood were different, I’d be laughing my ass off right now, but that’s not the case, obviously. He lets out a relieved sigh when his hand touches the doorknob, but before he can turn it, I aim at his right knee and fire.

Fast.

Precise.

Dead-on.

A strangled scream rips out of his mouth as he hits the ground, clutching his leg. Tears stream from his eyes while he keeps groaning loud from the pain overtaking him.

Too fucking weak!

The noise is music to my ears. I stand there in silence, just savoring his desperation as he tries to cope with the agony, the panic, the fear.

Zach pushes off the wall and walks over to where I am, still playing with the handle of his dagger.

“Maybe we need to show him what happens when someone decides to underestimate our intelligence. What do you think?”

I don’t answer. The tension thickens, and I can see the bastard trembling even from this distance. We move together, like two cats ready to pounce on our prey. The feeling of watching the fear grow in his irises is fucking insane. We only stop when we reach the traitor.

Jackson tries to say something, but Zach’s hand is already on its way, and the dagger slides across the motherfucker’s arm, slicing the skin open in a cut that’s shallow for now. The guy is so weak he completely forgets what he was going to say and screams again. Instead of stopping, my friend just smiles and twists his wrist, digging the blade in deeper to widen the wound.

“Where are the money and the drugs?” Zach’s voice has zero amusement in it now.

I know he’s only asking because he wants to hear the excuse the worm is going to give, since we already know what this piece of shit has been up to.

“I lost it...” The useless bastard mumbles, his face soaked in tears.

What a fucking bore!

“Of course you’d try to make us look like fools...” I mutter, running the barrel of the gun across my forehead. “You seriously think we don’t know what you were doing? That we don’t know you were running off with our fucking money in a suitcase in the car parked out back?”

“He doesn’t seem to have much faith in us.” Zach rolls his eyes, bored.

“Or he thinks he’s way smarter than he is,” I add.

The guy slides sideways really slowly, trying not to draw attention. Does he actually believe we wouldn’t notice him moving away? For fuck’s sake, does he really think we’re that stupid?

“Let’s just get this shit over with. I’ve got a date tonight.”

“Zachary Fletcher has a date?” I stare at him with raised eyebrows.

“That’s the fancy word for ‘I’m going to fuck all night.’”

“That makes more sense,” I nod with a shrug.

I look at my friend, and he understands it’s time to finish the job. I reach out, grab the asshole without even really looking at him, and lift him off the ground. I slam his body against the wall, pinning him there while I press down on his throat, stopping the air from getting in or out of his lungs. His face turns purple, and honestly, I think the color suits him better. I could end his life right now, even snap a picture to send to his wife. But I don’t, because I know my friend wants to have some fun too.

“Every word that comes out of your mouth from now on, we’re going to make it hurt even more.” As if reading my mind, Zach warns him in a calm voice. He’s a real sadist when he wants to be.

Jackson snaps his mouth shut so fast it’s like he glued his lips together with superglue. His eyes are wide, locked on the slow, deliberate movement of the dagger glinting in the dim light. I shove him harder against the wall, and his head smacks again, a crack echoing along with a fresh groan.

“Come on, you should already know we don’t settle for lies,” I say calmly. “If you’d been man enough to admit you were fucked and gone to talk to Joshua, maybe your story would’ve ended differently.”

We found out the motherfucker sold most of our merchandise and blew the fucking money at a betting table. When he realized he was in deep shit, he decided to run with what was left. People are predictable. I can’t get over how fucking stupid they are. It was obvious this plan wouldn’t work, but the asshole tried it anyway.

“Maybe,” Zach repeats the word, raising an eyebrow.

“But instead of using your head, you decided to be a fucking coward,” I continue, my voice low and controlled. “You decided to hide the leftover merchandise so you could profit off something that isn’t yours. That’s not how it works, Jackson. That’s not how it works,” I say slowly, shaking my head side to side.

He’s crying now. I let out a disgusted sigh, even more bored than when I got here. Fuck, this guy is a disgrace.

“What do you want me to do, huh? I didn’t have a choice!” he spits out in a desperate whisper, his eyes darting from me to Zach, like he’s trying to predict who will move next. We both stay still, and he starts getting even more agitated. “I’ll return everything, I’ll figure it out! I swear! Just... please, don’t do anything to me.”

Zach looks at me, just as fed up as I am, and I know exactly what he’s thinking... This dumbass still thinks there’s a way out, that he can walk away from this unscathed.

Like I said before: stupid!

Fucking stupid!

Or he’s got a lot of faith in some higher power, even knowing he’s standing face-to-face with the devils themselves. Once you cross paths with a Sombrio, your path is never the same again.

I lean in closer, keeping my eyes locked on his, and I can see the fear in every particle of his irises.

“This isn’t just about the drugs anymore, Jackson.” My words come out low and dangerous. “This is about respect. This is about loyalty. This is about knowing your fucking place. And you, unfortunately, forgot where yours is.”

Zach takes the cue and drives the tip of the dagger into the guy’s gut. The scream that tears out of him is deafening, full of pure terror. Blood starts seeping from the wound, dripping onto the concrete floor. His eyes drop to the injury, his fingers pressing down on the area to stop the flow, while his body curls forward, probably trying to dull the pain. From the agony on his face, I’d say it didn’t work.

Weak!

“Any idea how many guys we’ve left at the bottom of a river for way less than this?” I ask, my tone almost casual. “We’ve ended lives over a smaller debt than yours, Jackson.”

“Please, just one more chance!” he begs again. “Please!”

“This isn’t a warning anymore, so begging won’t help,” Zach murmurs, his irises shining with excitement. “This is a lesson.”

The traitor starts sobbing again, his whole body convulsing from the sheer terror. Zach raises the sharp dagger, watching the red liquid drip, rips the idiot’s shirt open to expose his chest, and then makes another cut—this time across his pectoral, much shallower than the last. The blade slides over his skin, carving crooked lines, but still perfectly visible. The initials start taking shape while the motherfucker thrashes uncontrollably. I try to hold him still, but the asshole drops his body weight down to use gravity against me.

“Get a grip on this asshole, damn it,” Zach complains with an irritated sigh. “You’re ruining my masterpiece.”

I huff.

I grab Jackson’s head and shove it against the wall with all my strength. A loud crack reverberates through the place, and I wonder if something broke. Maybe. His neck droops forward, probably from passing out.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” My friend curses but doesn’t stop moving the dagger. “I wanted to have fun with him awake.”

“Just finish it and let’s go,” I order, and he raises an eyebrow, staring at me in challenge. “My head’s already starting to hurt from this motherfucker’s screaming.”

Zach shrugs, that same mocking grin on his face, and goes back to his work with renewed energy.

I’ve seen him kill for way less. I’ve seen him peel every layer of skin off a man and pull out his organs. I’ve seen him gouge out a motherfucker’s eyes with that same dagger in his hands. I’ve seen him make a guy choke on his own dick... So this here is nothing. Zach loves this game of power. I won’t lie and say I don’t like it too, but I’m not as addicted as he is.

That’s why we always get assigned this kind of job. Because the truth is, we don’t have an ounce of remorse, and we’re fucking good at what we do.

When the image with the “O” and the “S” of Os Sombrios is finished, we look at the man, who’s woken up and has his eyes wide open, staring at the brand. The motherfucker tries to open his mouth, but Zach stops him by slitting Jackson’s throat. Blood sprays all over both of us, but we don’t even flinch. We just stand there, watching the red liquid drain out, taking the traitor’s life with it.

This isn’t just a lesson for Jackson. It’s a lesson for anyone else who dares to think they can screw us over. A teaching moment and a warning: in our world, there’s no second chance.

​
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CHAPTER 2
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Aimée Olsen

IT’S BEEN A MONTH SINCE I managed to escape, and this turned out to be a great place to stay. The alley is dark, and almost no one comes down here except a few employees from the businesses, and when that happens, I make sure to squeeze in behind the enormous trash cans so I don’t draw attention.

I’m wedged between two restaurants, so I get to take advantage of all the leftover food they throw in the garbage. And they throw away a lot! I never imagined there was this much waste.

I need to find a way out of here, but I’m still too scared of being recognized by a customer or found by someone from my old life. I have no idea if I’m far from the brothel or close to it, and even if I’m far, I’m terrified of running into somebody who works there. The working girls wouldn’t be a problem—none of them are allowed to leave—but the people from the other sectors don’t live in the brothel, so the chances of bumping into someone I know are high. My only shot at freedom is getting out of this city, maybe even out of the country, but for that I need money.

I’ve started venturing a little outside this alley, and I’ve managed to steal a few things, but nothing valuable enough to let me disappear from here.

The night is cold as fuck, and lucky for me, I managed to get a blanket from a woman who saw me shivering the other day. Still, I figure when winter hits, this scrap of cloth won’t be enough to keep me warm. I have to find somewhere to stay, at least for that season. Maybe an abandoned house is the answer. Worst case, the metal dumpsters should help block the wind.

I open the bag I grabbed as soon as the last restaurant employee left and pull out a chicken thigh. It’s been bitten into, but lucky for me, there’s still plenty of meat on it. There’s also rice and some yellow goo that looks like mashed potatoes. I shove my hand in, scoop up a handful of the food that clumps together into a little ball, and stick it in my mouth.

Holy shit, that’s good!

It melts on my tongue.

The taste is incredible!

Why the hell did they throw this away?

As I eat in silence, I stare at my fingernails, which are filthy and way too long. Dirt is caked into every inch of me, and the smell is unbearable. The other day I saw a woman bathing in a fountain nearby, and I went there at night to do the same thing. But I don’t have any soap or shampoo, and even though the visible grime comes off, the stench lingers.

A shadow flickers in my field of vision, and I squint, spotting a man walking toward the back of the alley. He’s muttering words I can’t make out, and I curl up behind the trash can, trying to stay invisible. But the guy keeps coming and sits down, leaning against the wall. Once he’s settled, he turns exactly toward where I am. So he knew I was here. His eyes look like they’re smiling as they lock onto me.

“What are you doing here all these days, sweetheart?” he asks, his voice syrupy, dripping with ulterior motives. I don’t answer. I just turn back around and keep eating the piece of chicken from the bag. There’s nothing I can do, and there’s no point in panicking now. “You know it’s rude not to answer your elders?”

I turn my attention back to him and only now notice the white beard and hair the same color, though they look dark from all the dirt. He’s probably homeless too.

“Leave me alone!” I mutter.

“Don’t be a brat, darling,” the idiot shoots back, and even though he goes quiet after that, I know he’s still watching me. I can feel his attention fixed on me.

Slowly, I chew the last piece, swallowing with difficulty. I close the plastic bag and set it beside me, guarding the little I have. Then I let out a slow breath while lifting my head to look at the sky.

Up there, scattered like tiny distant lanterns, are the stars.

I still remember how my mother taught me to identify them. Every constellation, every bright point, has a story. Watching them is the only thing that makes me feel connected to something beyond this dark, stinking alley. Thinking about my past doesn’t hurt anymore. I guess I’ve gone numb over the years.

I hear rapid breathing and turn to the side, coming face to face with the man jerking off. His dick is out of his pants. The light is dim, but I can still follow the movement of his hand going up and down desperately while he stares at me, his eyes full of lust.

Disgusting!

“You...” He pants. “You’re so pretty,” he murmurs between heavy sighs, his body leaning toward me. “So beautiful and all alone. Why are you way over there, huh? Why don’t you come here?” He points to his lap. “I promise I’ll be nice to you, just like I was to all the others. The good thing is I won’t even have to kill you, since you don’t seem like the type who has anyone to defend you.”

A rapist!

A disgusting rapist who assaults women and kills them!

I’m supposed to be grateful I don’t have family, so I won’t get murdered?

Bile rises in my throat, but I swallow it, the bitter taste taking hold of me.

“You know... when I was little, my mother used to say the stars were like scars in the sky,” I start talking, without really looking at the man. My words come out slow and drawn out. Out of the corner of my eye, I see his movements slow down, but I keep going. “Scars from ancient battles between the gods and the monsters. According to her, each one told a story of pain, but also of strength. Because only what survives shines, you see?”

The imbecile grunts something incomprehensible, still pumping his dick slowly, like he’s just warming it up, but I don’t care if he’s listening or not. I just keep rambling:

“Those ones over there, for example...” I point my chin at the constellation of Orion. “He was a hunter who fell in love with the Moon Goddess. But that love was impossible. He wanted to reach her, but every time he got close, she disappeared, hiding behind the clouds. So he hunted and hunted, trying to find her.” I let out a dry laugh. “In the end, he never got her. He died trying. Now he’s just a reminder in the sky that some things will never be ours, no matter how hard we fight.”

The man is still there, and from the corner of my eye I can see him moving closer. A wave of nausea hits me when I smell him. A mix of sweat, cheap booze, and rot. I pull my knees against my chest and keep my eyes on the sky.

“Tell me, do you think of yourself as a hunter?” My voice comes out low, almost a whisper. “One who’s about to get what he wants?”

“What are you saying, girl?” He straightens up and moves even closer to me, his free hand grabbing my thigh with brutal force.

I don’t answer. I just look at him, deep into his half-closed eyes. His dark irises inspect me, probably trying to figure out what’s going on in my head.

Oh, I bet my life you wouldn’t want to know what I’m thinking right now.

He’s just another pathetic man who thinks he’s strong and imposing because he found someone “weaker.” But there’s a factor about me that he doesn’t know... I survived hell. The real hell! And compared to that, this imbecile is just a dead spark. A speck of dust that gets in your eye and annoys you.

My silence seems to piss him off even more. His face turns red, which makes him grip his dick harder and let out a curse.

“Hey, no need to get nervous. I’m just saying you have the same luck as Orion.” I tilt my head, trying not to lose control of my trembling chin. “And you know what happened to him, right? The moon hid, and in the end, he was left alone. A story with no happy ending.”

He looks confused for a second. Maybe he doesn’t get the metaphor, or maybe he’s just not used to hearing anything other than screams of terror. Either way, it works in my favor, because I use that split second to stand up.

“Shut up, I don’t give a shit about what you’re saying,” he complains, making a face. He straightens up too, stopping right in front of me. “The only thing I need right now is for you to take care of my dick problem, ‘cause it really needs some relief. And you look like you know how to do it real good,” he says with a crooked smile, his mouth twisted with excitement. He reaches out again, his fingers coming toward me.

“Get away from me,” I order, not moving, not taking my eyes off his for a second.

“No!”

“I’m trying to be nice by asking you to back off. I might not stay so friendly if you keep this up.” My voice is cold, leaving no room for argument.

The man laughs. A harsh, humorless sound, but I can see how confident he is. I’m sure he believes he’s in no danger near a girl so small, skinny, and helpless. He steps even closer. Slowly.

Disgusting!

Disgusting!

Disgusting!

“You threatening me, you bitch?” he growls.

“I’m not threatening anyone. I’m just...” I tap my index finger on my chin, looking for a better word. “Warning you.” I shrug, trying to look more relaxed than I actually am. “If you want to stay alive to see another starry night, get out of here. And don’t come back.”

“And who’s gonna make me leave?”

He pins me against the wall, his dick harder now, loving the scene unfolding. The disgusting bastard probably gets off not just on fear, but on the struggle, the confrontation. He rubs his member against my belly, staining the fabric with his pre-cum.

I stay still, staring at him with my arms crossed and an empty expression.

His thick, dirty fingers head toward my breast. The moment they touch me, his face twists with pleasure. A low sound escapes his lips, and he presses harder, twisting my nipple through the fabric. I let him enjoy it for a few moments, just to create a distraction.

Then, when a hoarse moan comes out, I scream. A shrill, desperate sound that echoes off the alley walls. The man startles, but before he can react, I reach into the waistband of my pants and pull out the sharp knife I stole from the restaurant when I first got here.

I hit him right in the right side of his face.

He screams, staggering backward, and I take advantage of his pain to shove him toward the wall. The idiot brings his fingers to his bloody skin, smearing them with the red, gooey liquid. His eyes are full of hatred and shock.

“You bitch!” he roars, his voice distorted, too loud for the silence of the alley. “I’m gonna kill you!”

But instead of running, like any normal person would, I take another step closer to him, just like he did to me minutes ago, when he was trying to intimidate me. His pupils double in size, probably scared that I’m still here, so close to him.

“I warned you. If you didn’t leave, you’d die trying to reach the moon, just like the hunter.”

He shudders at my words, then raises his hand toward me. But I know if I give him space, I could end up losing—since the son of a bitch is twice my size—so I quickly bring the knife to his throat and press it there, watching a trickle of blood run down his pale skin.

“You...”

“Move, and I’ll shove this shit so far down your throat you won’t have time to say a single word before you hit the ground without your goddamn head.”

He swallows hard, afraid for the first time since he got here. Good! That was exactly my goal. I stay still for a few seconds and press the blade even deeper, just to terrorize him more.

“I’ll leave,” he murmurs, his voice faltering from the pressure on his neck.

Of course you will!

I could be merciful—after all, this disgusting piece of shit just messed with the wrong person at the wrong time—but I won’t be.

I’m sure no one will miss a disgusting rapist. I’m ridding the world of one more scumbag.

“Yeah, you’ll leave. But you’re going straight to hell from here,” I say, shoving the blade in deeper, making his eyes widen in utter despair. I can see the terror in his irises. He raises his hands, gripping my arms.

Before the imbecile can push me away, I slit his throat with a firm motion. Blood sprays, hot, painting my skin with his last attempt to resist, but now all he has is emptiness. His eyes go glassy, frozen, while his body, still tense, begins to give way under the weight of the inevitable.

The sound of the idiot hitting the hard floor is music to my ears.

“Now you’ll have to settle your accounts with the devil,” I say.

The sound of clapping draws my attention, and I turn around, coming face to face with three enormous men standing at the entrance of the alley.

Fucking hell!

Fucking hell!

Fucking hell!

I can’t see their faces clearly, but I know they’re not ordinary people. A shiver runs up my spine, making every hair on my body stand on end. They have a dark, almost lethal aura, like danger itself is soaked into their skin. My fingers tighten around the handle of the knife, still warm and slippery with blood. Dying isn’t in my plans, but if it has to be that way, one of these bastards is coming with me.

Their attention is fixed on me and the body at my feet. My heart hammers against my chest, but I don’t look away for anything in the world. No matter how terrified I am, I can’t show fear. They can see me, but they won’t see what’s happening inside my chest. I keep my posture straight, holding the knife firmly, ready to fight if necessary. I don’t give a shit about anything anymore. There was a time when my greatest wish was to die, so if it’s today or a few days from now, what’s the difference? Anything would be better than going back to that hellish brothel.
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