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Arslan Savas

Istanbul, Turkey

In A Dark Past

SOME SAY A PERSON ISN’T born evil, they become it over time. I disagree. I wasn’t just born bad, I am the true fruit of wickedness. I am the monster’s son, and to escape my captivity, I will have to become a monster too.

My mother thinks this is too heavy a concept for a scrawny thirteen-year-old boy with a woman’s unruly hair, but I learned to be this way inside this cubicle we live in, which will suffocate us one day.

We’ll only leave this place dead, he repeated that phrase his whole life.

His whole life isn’t the right term for our situation, since we don’t have a life, we just survive between four walls scribbled with the macabre drawings I’ve made over the years, where I commit my first murder.

I need to become a killer to save us, I must kill the monster before he takes the newborn like he did with all the others, or separates me from my mother, since he said I’m getting too old to keep living here.

“There isn’t room for two adults.”

That was the excuse the bastard used, but the truth is there’s no room for another man who might make him pay for his cowardice in the future. I’m growing too fast for my age, that makes me a threat.

I believe his biggest mistake was letting me stay, not tearing me from my mother’s arms like he did with the others, because I’ve come to understand I’m the only one who can free us from this prison.

I hear the woman whimpering again as I wash my hands with traces of blood in the tiny sink. She holds my sister in her lap, still dirty from the birth. Once again I helped her push a baby out, luckily this one came out alive, but my mother is still bleeding, which means something is wrong.

Her life is more miserable than mine, she is an object, a semen repository locked up with the sole function of submitting to a psychopath’s whims! If she gets pregnant, it’s her fault, the punishment is not keeping the children! There’s no space between these dark walls to raise a family, and the monster prefers not to use any contraceptive method.

He enjoys hurting her and me, cruelty feeds him, the bastard got addicted to it, it became his necessity to live, we serve as scapegoats.

There is no love in this hole! There is no innocence, no peace, no Allah! This is hell, the monster is the devil, I’ve become a dark boy forced to mature before my time and my mother a tired toy from the massacre!

All that remains for us is hatred.

“A girl... this time it’s a girl,” she can’t stop crying, nor does she care about the blood that’s become a lake on the bed, soaking the worn-out single mattress.

“A girl never came before,” I can’t hide the curious tone in my voice, I push the strands of hair from my sweaty face; it’s very hot in here, but we’re used to it.

I approach the two of them.

“So beautiful...” the woman’s cracked lips tremble in despair, her tears fall in drops onto the baby’s face, who starts crying loudly again after staying quiet for a few minutes. “I don’t want to lose her!” she sobs in agony, her weeping becomes louder than the girl’s.

Her sunken eyes meet mine, we’re both dressed in rags; once she told me that outside there are people who live on the streets and are called beggars, I imagine we look like them or like caged animals, the difference is we remain imprisoned and they are free.

“You won’t, Mother... this time I won’t allow it,” I place my hand on her shoulder. I know she wants a hope I can’t give, though I try.

“Arslan... my lion, don’t try anything, I don’t want him to beat you again, please!” she pleads, touching my chin. I feel wretched witnessing her like this almost every day.

Our psyches are shattered, cut to pieces. I think what keeps me from a depression as abysmal as hers are the books, the only good thing the damned man brings when he comes here. They are what strengthened me, brought teachings and reflections about the world outside, which is still just a fantasy, a fleeting dream for someone who has never seen sunlight.

I turn my back on my mother without promising anything, I set my sights on the large metal door a few meters from us, past the little wooden table in the center of this mix of living room, bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen. Soon he will arrive and type the numeric code to both enter and leave; after a long time I managed to memorize two of the four number pairs of the code.

“Allah, help me... Allah!” Mama never stopped believing in God and always taught me to believe too, but it’s hard to keep faith under these circumstances. She’s getting nervous because she knows that when I don’t answer her, it’s a sign I’ll follow my instincts. “When he arrives, you get in the closet! I’ll ask him to let me keep her... a girl!”

The monster won’t agree, she knows that, but she’s loving my little sister too much... her simple smile amidst the tears says it all.

I look at the girl again, stroke her head, smaller than my palm. I love her as much as I loved my brothers who are gone. I can’t bear to hand over another innocent with the false hope that, once outside, they won’t be killed, that they’ll achieve freedom and not have the same mortified life we have in here.

“Arslan... the closet!” Mama calls my attention with a thread of a voice, she sighs trying to wipe her nose; she’s in a pitiful state, we’ve never been happy.

“I don’t want to go in the closet anymore, Mother!” The weight of my words hits her, I can see it in her expression, it’s like a slap. “I don’t want to hide in there when he’s here anymore, I don’t want to just accept what this bastard does to you and just listen, afraid!” I swallow dryly, my mouth is bitter, my fists clenched at my sides prove my anger and indignation, but my racing heart betrays the fear I’ve learned to have over the years of captivity.

“What are you saying?” Her voice trembles, desperation dominates her again; in truth, it never leaves, it always remains. “Do you want to bury me before I die? Huh?!” She raises her tone, worried, scans my face for answers.

“We’re already buried, Mother! How many times do I have to repeat that?” I draw a breath, fill my lungs, gather the courage to continue: “I don’t want him to take her like he did with the others.” A tear streaks my face as I stare at the girl who won’t stop crying; Mama holds her more tenderly, suffering our cruel fate. “You haven’t stopped bleeding yet; if you die here, he’ll kill me anyway.” I place my hand over hers, squeeze tightly. “I’ve already understood we’ll only leave this place dead, so all we have left is to try.”

“But I’ve already tried!” she exclaims, distressed, breaking our touch and pushing me in the chest; I take a step back. “Many times before you were born! It’s no use! You can’t be free without outside help!”

“When you tried, you were alone. Now you have me...”

“My son...” she reaches out her hand, I’m pulled into a hug laden with pain, our foreheads touch, “you should be a child... a child!” she laments with deep sorrow. We don’t want luxury or good food, just freedom.

“And you should be free, Mother,” I hold back the lump in my throat, a storm is tearing me apart inside. “Just like my sister.” We look at her at the same time; I slide my fingers over her forehead. The girl falls silent, as if agreeing with my crazy idea of fighting back. “What will her name be?”

Mama laughs, closes her eyes after a sigh, searching for the answer that isn’t long in coming:

“Dilara...”

We hear a metallic sound that stops our breath for a few moments. The door is being opened. The monster has arrived to take another baby!

“Son!” I face the terror in the woman’s eyes. She squeezes my arm and looks at me as never before. “The fly is small, but it’s big enough to torment,” she murmurs, giving me the final encouragement I needed to do what must be done. I nod.

“Distract him, I’ll try to get the gun,” I warn, before walking near the closet and leaning against the wall with my hands behind my back.

I try to calm my subconscious as I hear him enter and lock the door; fear is almost suffocating me like every time I’ve been in the devil’s presence. I can barely feel my heartbeat, it’s as if my heart is being crushed by my own chest, torn between flesh and bone. My body stiffens, a chill corrupts my spine and my skin crawls in a way that hurts.

When the bastard enters my field of vision, I slowly raise my face to confront him, as usual. His half-smile, malevolent, shows how little he cares about me or my stormy feelings, my desire to slaughter him.

He knows he is stronger and more powerful.

“Look... this time it’s a girl. Please, I want to keep her.” My mother becomes his focus. Dilara starts crying again, but her wailing is much more violent now, as if sensing the danger.

The man approaches them; I feel disgust watching him touch them, but I try to concentrate on the revolver at his back, the place where he always keeps it.

“No, no, please!” the woman tries to protect her child when the monster makes a move to take her from her lap. “Please, listen to me! Let me keep her a little longer, just a little longer! Please!” He ignores her. Mama resists. I have to act now because I already know who will win this battle.

I take my first step even feeling my legs‘ refusal to move. My mind has become a war; on one side, warriors urge me forward, on the other, ghosts and traumas chain me to the floor! But I decide to continue even if I burn from the heat that precedes the flames of hell that will fall on this place, as has happened thousands of times. The desire to discover what’s outside the cave speaks louder, to look over the wall, to stop the damned man who, like the titan Cronus, has come to devour another child!

Victory is reserved for those willing to pay the price.

I stretch out my hands, still with traces of blood, to pull the gun, but I receive a hard slap to the face that makes me hit my head on the corner of the table and fall to the floor. I’m dazed for the first few seconds; my mother’s desperate screams are distant, in another dimension.

Everything moves in slow motion now; I see the wretch fighting with her, punching her; they’re like two shadows, I can’t see clearly, but I understand what’s happening. I feel blood soaking my ear profusely, chaos dominating me and pushing me into the earth. I only manage to return to reality when Dilara screams as if calling for help. She’s being taken!

“You’ll be next!” He points at me as I get up slowly. My sister is trapped in his arms, as terrified as my mother, who can barely get up from the bed, so weak and pale; her eye turning purple proves the recent assault. The dense, red lake flowing down her legs is turning into a current that will drag her to death.

The monster heads for the door and begins to type the code intending to unlock it. All I can feel is the hatred that corrupts my system, pierces every cell, the only feeling that makes me run toward the enemy, explode all the fear I’ve nurtured since I was born and make way for the brutal anger exhaled through the savage scream that tears my throat.

I dodge another blow, grab him with the little strength I have, with my skeletal arms, an ant against a giant. The bastard uses his free hand to pull me by the hair and throw me to the floor again; I fall face down, the impact is powerful, the blood leaking from my head soaks my entire face.

“Want my gun? I’ll let you try it,” I hear the perverse threat behind me. I look over my shoulder just in time to see him searching for the object and not finding it.

“I already got it,” I say as I turn, pulling the revolver from under my abdomen, pointing it at him. I pulled it so fast he didn’t even notice.

Mama falls silent immediately, but Dilara does not.

“Going to shoot your sister?” He makes me see that possibility; my eyes widen, I’m trembling.

I’ve seen him handle this gun many times; one day he even taught me to shoot without bullets.

“Son...” I hear the pained voice behind me.

“Give me that shit, you...” When he takes the first step, I fire.
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Luna Javier

Present Day

SOME SAY PAIN IS FLEETING. I disagree; mine is eternal. It was planted so deep inside me that it can never leave, it took root and its roots grew until they subjugated every part of my body.

I’ve been dead for a long time, but there’s a useless piece of my soul insisting on wanting to live, wanting to find meaning even without overcoming the past... even without being able to forget.

I don’t think the person I’ve become is beautiful, but that’s how everyone sees me: the irresponsible one, the reckless one, the defective sheep of the family, the poor little rich girl. I hate all those titles, yet no matter how hard I’ve tried, I can’t fit into the opposite.

Today is my birthday... thirty years of a dragged-along life, or rather, a life built from stumbles along a dark path, blind from not being able to find myself, without understanding myself or clinging to anything for long. I couldn’t go to college like my siblings, I didn’t make it in the family business, at home, or anywhere else.

I can be defined as a misfit, displaced, a puzzle piece that will never fit into the puzzle.

I snap out of my reverie when I hear the pilot’s voice echo through the plane; we’re landing in Istanbul, my final destination. I didn’t even believe it myself when I decided to leave my bubble in Spain and accept the invitation my friend Dilara had made a thousand times to visit this much-mentioned corner of Turkey.

The sound of my phone grabs my attention. I take it from the bag on my lap and read the messages from my family. They’re all congratulating me, including my dear sisters-in-law.

My life story is a heap of tragedies. My biological parents died in a fire when I was just a child. Only Alejandro and I survived. Our older brother, Juan, was also burned when the fire swept through our house.

That night, something happened before we were in the midst of the flames. Alejandro never remembered, or chose not to tell me. I was forced to drop the subject when we were taken to the orphanage in the city where we lived, the place where my personal hell lasted until our uncle, Miguel, found us and adopted us as his new children.

That’s how we came to live in the Javier mansion. Our cousins, Esteban and Mateo, became our brothers; our aunt, Alba, our new mother.

Back then, I thought I’d been saved. After all, I had a new home, a family that took me in. But the damn memories were tattooed on my mind. Even after so many years, I’ve never been able to erase them.

Chaos cannot be mastered or forgotten.

I see the look of euphoria and surprise on the face of the woman who, recognizing me, comes running hand-in-hand with her small daughter to meet me. I can’t disguise the joy that floods me as I hug her and confirm she’s really here. I’ve known Dilara for five years online; this is the first time we’ve met in person. We became deeply intimate. Suddenly, confiding in someone from another country seemed much easier.

“Mashallah, Luna, I can’t believe you’re here!” She hugs me tighter, and I match her intensity.

“I can’t believe I had the courage to come either!” I let out a loud laugh as we pull apart slightly. I stroke her face for a moment, contemplating her beautiful brown eyes; they’re shining.

Dilara is a young woman of only twenty-three who exudes innocence. Her dark curls accentuate her beauty even more; she looks like an angel. Our age difference didn’t hinder our friendship. She’s a few inches shorter than me; I’m not a short woman, I like my five-foot-seven height.

“Oh, I’m so happy!” Dilara pulls her little girl closer, who looks at me curiously.

“Ayla, aren’t you going to say hello to me?” I place my hands on my knees, bending down to her level.

“Hi, Aunt Luna,” she smiles, adorable, a true princess with hair as dark as her mother’s, differing only in her eye color, which is blue. Ayla also has a little beauty mark on her left cheek that’s utterly charming; you just want to squeeze her and never let go. “You’re prettier in person.”

“And you are a delight! Come here and give me the hug I’ve been waiting five years for!” I grab her and lift her off the ground, covering her delicate face with kisses. Luckily, the red lipstick I’m wearing won’t stain her.

Happy, Ayla laughs at my affection. I watched her grow up entirely through digital means, with photos and countless video calls.

“Look, Aunt Luna, I’m wearing the blouse you gave me, and the shoes too!” she shows me as soon as I put her down, widening my smile and making my heart swell with emotion. Little girls like Ayla, and like my niece, Alisa, are my weakness. In them, I see the child I never got to be; it works like a kind of escape valve.

“Oh, my God... I mean, here it’s Allah, good thing I speak Turkish!” I joke after correcting myself, and we laugh again.

“Come on, let me help you with that suitcase.” Dilara makes a move to take it, but I don’t let her.

“I’ve got it, it’s fine.”

“I’ll take it, Ayla wants to walk with you,” the little girl offers her hand. There’s no refusing.

“Come on, Auntie!” Her sweet voice could win anyone over.

“Alright then,” I join my palm with hers, and the three of us walk side by side out of the airport.

When we reach Dilara’s car, we put the heavy suitcase in the trunk together, then take our seats. Ayla prefers to sit on my lap; her mother makes an exception.

We head towards one of Istanbul’s centers, the only city to occupy two continents at once. During the drive, Ayla puts on one of her favorite Turkish bands, something simple but which intensifies the cultural shock I’m experiencing as I get to know this European and Asian metropolis.

The sun is setting, golden rays illuminating the city, a mix of West and East, present and past, with streets and squares emanating life, dozens of Ottoman monuments, an unmatched beauty everywhere.

The trip to Dilara’s residence is fun; our connection just proves that all the years of virtual friendship were real and that what we built will never end.

She lives alone with her daughter in a ground-floor apartment with a sea view. As soon as I enter, I notice the comfort and luxury, but nothing over the top. There are dolls scattered in corners, the walls are bright colors, light tones; it’s a place you want to stay.

“This is your room!” Ayla insists on opening the door to the room for me. There’s a window with a view of the shoreline.

“It’s too beautiful,” I walk through the space. The furniture looks like it’s never been used; the curtains are a cream color.

“Mommy and I fixed eeeeverything for you to live with us!” Ayla throws herself on the bed, seeming to delight in this possibility.

“Sweetheart, I’m not going to live with you, I just came to visit. Seeing you only through the internet for so long wasn’t enough anymore,” I lie down beside her, smiling as I notice her little head trying to think.

“But why can’t Aunt Luna live with us?” She makes a face, not liking the news.

“Because your aunt has a life back in Madrid, honey,” Dilara appears in the doorway, pulling my suitcase inside. “She also has a little niece like you who needs her attention.”

“Exactly,” I use the tip of my index finger to play with the girl’s nose, who soon forgets what was bothering her and starts to laugh.

“Now go to your room and take a bath, remember our deal,” Dilara winks at her.

Ayla’s eyes widen, and she stares at me as if remembering something very important.

“Oh, yes! Of course, Mommy!” She jumps off the bed in the blink of an eye and runs out of the room.

“What was that?” I sit up to observe my friend suspiciously.

“Nothing, just a mother-daughter thing!” She sits beside me, holding my hand. “So, are you happy you came?”

I sigh before answering:

“Yes, I needed to meet you in person, and also breathe new air,” I intertwine our fingers, we exchange smiles. “Sometimes, staying inside my own bubble is suffocating; I needed to break the routine somehow.”

“I completely understand, but it still seems unbelievable. Luna, you became my best and only friend, even if virtually. The times we talked were crucial for me not to fall apart,” she looks at me so deeply it touches my heart.

“You know the same happened to me. Through the internet, we ended up holding each other’s hand, and now we’re here.” I wipe a tear that rolls down her face. I’m moved, but my heart is calloused; I’m not so quick to tears.

She takes a deep breath and hugs me as if I’ve become her last hope.

“Oh, we have so much to talk about!” She breaks our touch after long seconds, as if our hug was necessary to give her some kind of strength. Finally, she pulls away and stands up. “But first I’ll let you get settled. Take a shower while I make dinner,” are her last words before leaving me alone.

I sigh, look around once more. It’s all so perfect and charming; it doesn’t match me at all, or the darkness inside me. I walk to the full-length mirror and give my look a once-over. As always, it’s all black: boots, ripped jeans, a high-neck, long-sleeved fitted top.

I run my hand through my hair; a black strand slips between my fingers as I observe my left ear, where there are three different earrings, one with a little chain. I let my hair grow out lately; today it doesn’t seem as rebellious as before, having returned to the shape it had years ago before being cut. The extremely straight strands frame my face perfectly.

[image: ]

AFTER A REFRESHING shower, I’m surprised by the hostesses of the house when I find them in the living room with a birthday cake.

“I can’t believe you did this!” I hug them both. “You didn’t have to!”

“Of course we did, Luna. You don’t turn thirty every day,” Dilara uses a lighter to set fire to the candles, which spark quickly.

“Aunt Luna, make a wish! Make a wish!” Ayla clasps her hands with her elbows on the round table. The ear-to-ear smile on her face betrays how much she’s been looking forward to this moment.

“I don’t even know what to wish for, sweetheart!” I stroke her head.

“Do it, do it, do it! You have to make a wish to blow out the candle!” she insists. Her mother’s gaze on me advises that I follow the girl’s instruction, even if it’s just pretend.

Agreeing, I close my eyes and, for some foolish, incomprehensible reason, a phrase invades my mind: may my life never be empty again. That’s my wish. I blow out the candles, which are extinguished by the breath that passes my lips.

“What did you wish for?” Ayla is burning with curiosity.

“Honey! Of course she can’t tell!” Dilara picks up the knife she carefully left beside the cake to cut the first slice.

“I wished for this to be the first of many, maaany visits Aunt Luna will make to you!” I hug the girl, who celebrates in my arms.

We have fun for a good while until Ayla falls asleep, and her mother takes her to her room. The girl is only six years old, but she’s too smart—a real pride.

Late in the evening, I join Dilara in trying the famous black tea while we catch up, sitting in armchairs before the glass wall overlooking the shoreline.

“So? Do you like it?” Dilara asks about the tea, which is widely enjoyed here.

“I do, but I prefer something more alcoholic, if you know what I mean,” my joke makes us laugh, but I stop in time to say: “You know, looking at you now, at us here, I still wonder how two such different people managed to become friends?” I place the cup on the coffee table.

“It’s because we understand each other...” Dilara repeats my motion. She blinks three times before contemplating the landscape outside under the night sky and continuing: “and now, more than ever, I needed you here, Luna.” I feel the weight in her voice; the subject is serious.

“What happened?” I straighten my spine, regain my composure. Dilara looks at me anxiously, swallows dryly, but doesn’t utter a word. “Does it have to do with your brother?” She told me everything about him, about the tragedy that separated them. Everything.

I also hate that man just from what I’ve been told.

“No... I’ve already forgotten him. I prefer he stays as far away as possible and to think he doesn’t exist, but I know he still watches me from afar. I feel it,” she speaks bitterly. I understand that pain.

Dilara clasps her hands, nervous, skittish. Something is tormenting her.

“Then what is it?” This mystery is killing me. If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s seeing a friend of mine going through difficulty.

“I think I found out who Ayla’s father is,” she blurts out. I’m shocked.

Open-mouthed, I take a while to look away from her gaze; I even forget I need to breathe.

“Who?” I whisper, terrified of hearing the answer.

[image: ]

I WAKE FROM ANOTHER nightmare, a vile memory from the past.

I’m in a cold sweat, struck by agony as I relive all of that through a damn dream. It seems my birthday wish was completely ignored by whoever heard it, since my life is still a fucking empty mess!

I sit up, swing my feet out of bed, grab my phone, and read a message from one of my friends in Madrid that destroys me. It’s a photo of my ex-boyfriend, Joaquin Hayser, a piece of gossip on a website claiming the prince is getting married.

The conclusion hits me like a ton of steel on my head. Everything I heard is real; besides moving to another country, he’s now going to have a wife!

I can’t hold back the tears; they come like raging beasts tearing across my face, causing a pain so powerful it shatters my heart into a thousand pieces. I thought I’d already gotten used to the idea that I lost him, that everything was over forever, but the chaos around me shows I haven’t!

Everything explodes inside me: the information Dilara gave me that shook me to my core, the nightmares I had that always trigger all my worst triggers, Joaquin’s marriage. I control the sobs echoing in my throat so my friend and her daughter won’t hear; I don’t want to worry them.

I know what I must do to escape this pain, to forget, to overcome the only things strong enough in life that make me cry!

Frantically, I search everywhere for my bag on the side, like a madwoman, an addict! I turn on the lamp light to find it, rummage through it for what I need until I find it.

But... when I face the cold, sharp blade between my fingers, I feel a profound fear so familiar to me. I know if I go forward, once again I’ll enter the point of no return I’m fighting so hard to escape. It’s an internal, daily, exhausting war.

I sit on the bed, pull my shirt sleeve up to my elbow, observe the underside of my forearm with the small scars, each one telling the same story. I bring the blade closer to the skin accustomed to being scourged.

“Free yourself from the pain... from the damn pain,” the evil whispers in my ear. “Just cut, it will hurt less, go on!” Its voice is as rough as a knife being sharpened on a stone, a dreadful, chilling sensation.

The tears keep falling, my hand trembles with despair, it’s as if my brain is being torn in half between reason and emotion, light and darkness, fire and ice!

Just as I’m about to go through with it, something stops me—perhaps a thread of conscience, a tiny memory of how desperate the situation I could reach might be. So, I let the blade slip from between my fingers, listen to the clatter it makes hitting the floor, kick it far away from me, cover my forearm again, wipe my eyes with a brutal roughness, distressed to know I haven’t won the war, but only a battle!

I don’t want the emptiness anymore... I need to change.

I go to my bag again, fish out a cigarette and a lighter, and head to the window. I only have to open the curtains to give up on smoking.

There, standing on the other side of the avenue, near a black luxury SUV, wearing an overcoat over a dark suit, smoking a cigar like someone killing time, a beautiful man is completely focused on me. It’s as if he has found me or has been waiting for me.

I feel a million things, but the one that hits me the hardest is danger. He is certainly dangerous, and with just his intense gaze, just with the subtle movement of his lips as he exhales smoke, he sweeps away all the cold that was inside me.

Suddenly, I am consumed by an extreme heat, a voracious feeling, something chaotic. There’s an aura of power and elegance surrounding him, a mystery, perhaps a challenge, I can’t say.

I am hypnotized.

His magnetism is so strong it paralyzes me, so I can absorb as many details as possible of what he is and what he represents.

What is he doing here in the dead of night?

“Who are you?” I whisper.
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Arslan Savas

IT WAS MEANT TO BE just another secret visit to my sister. To my surprise, however, her mysterious guest appears at the window of the guest room.

She is far too beautiful, but it’s not a common beauty. She’s definitely not from around here. There’s something more, an intense energy that makes me burn. I’m hit by a violent desire—a rare thing from a single exchanged glance—which means I need to be satisfied.

As I blow smoke upward, watching it dissolve slowly in the breeze, I feel as if an invisible current is binding the two of us, unbreakable cords, a crazy thing. I rub my free hand, wanting to touch her delicate face and discover just how soft it must be.

Reason, however, is quick to speak louder than attraction when the doll abruptly closes the curtains. I get the impression she’s hiding, or perhaps she got scared. My brain automatically starts searching for an answer as to why she’s here, in Dilara’s house, so close to her and to my niece.

I take the cigar, with its citrusy, earthy taste, from my mouth.

“Find out everything about her,” I order the soldier standing beside me. “And tell him not to let them out of his sight.” I tilt my head toward the other guy in the car parked behind mine. Noticing my gesture, he snaps to attention. “I want to know my sister’s and my niece’s every move with this woman. I need to find out if her presence here poses any kind of danger. Understood?”

“Yes, boss,” he nods and steps away as I open the rear door of the SUV.

After settling into the leather seat, I discard the cigar in the side holder and signal my driver to go. He nods, looking at me through the rearview mirror, as does the other man beside him.

I take one last look at Dilara’s apartment as we pull away. I know she’ll hate me forever. Still, I wonder how long I’ll have to come here without her suspecting I’m nearby, without being seen as an enemy by her and by my niece, who doesn’t even know me.

Of all my family, my sister is the one I’ve fought hardest to protect. I promised our mother she would never experience the terrible life we had, that she would remain untouched and have a world full of color, as every girl deserves. But I failed miserably.

While I was fulfilling another promise—to find and save all my brothers from the cruel fate they suffered when they were taken from us in captivity—Dilara was left alone for too long, at the mercy of monsters, until she turned up pregnant.

I went insane. I became the cold, bloodthirsty animal I learned to be to deal with this life. I only found peace when I killed the bastard who deceived her, who made promises he couldn’t keep just to take her purity and destroy an innocent child’s future.

But Yiğit’s death destroyed the bond of brotherhood I had with Dilara, and it affected me too, much as I don’t want to admit it. The boy was my apprentice, seemed to have all the values I admire in a man, but in the end, he betrayed me. And if there’s one thing I don’t tolerate... it’s betrayal!

I’m known in Istanbul and beyond as a hard man. I inherited my family’s legacy, built primarily on arms trafficking, which left many graves in its wake.

Taking over this criminal organization and becoming one of the richest businessmen in the country was no easy feat. With money, I cleaned up our past and secured our future. With power, I carved a place among the elite and earned the respect of this hypocritical society, even as I made enemies along the way.

Today, I control everything and everyone around me. I have people in the judiciary, politics, healthcare, media, and even the police. That influence came at a high price, which is why I’m always in the eye of the hurricane. There are always rats daring to confront me, forcing me to eliminate them one by one.

This is who I am and how I was trained to be: kill to survive, swallow before being swallowed, and protect the family!

“Volkan called, sir. He said he’s waiting for you at the farm,” the driver says, pulling me back to reality.

“Now?” I stare at him in the mirror. The clean-shaven man with the fleshy face nods. “Then let’s go to him.” My brother wouldn’t call me at this hour if it weren’t important.

We change route, leaving the city, and are soon at the farm, one of the several properties I own. We pass through the gate guarded by three armed men; there are more of them scattered across the grounds.

Security is essential for a man in my position. It’s what lets me close my eyes in peace when I lay my head on the pillow.

The threat to my life is constant. I can’t give an opening to known enemies or hidden ones, though I’ve reached a level where it takes a lot of courage to point a gun at me.

I step out of the car as soon as we park. I recognize my brothers’ cars; it seems Volkan called Demir, too. They were the first two I saved and brought back home some time after I escaped that godforsaken prison. The only one I couldn’t find was Kemal. He’s the reason we’re here.

I follow the stone path, pass the main house, and head to the stables where the men are waiting. Like me, my brothers are forces of nature, each with his own uniqueness and the traumas born from our time apart. I tried to undo at least half the shit they suffered and turn all that darkness into a weapon to shield them for the rest of their lives. I think I succeeded. That doesn’t mean we became good boys, though. Far from it.

“Brother,” Demir is the first to greet me. He kisses my right hand and presses it to his forehead, a sign of respect for elders.

Swimming-pool blue eyes, light brown hair—almost blond—and a mean face. Demir Savas has enviable shrewdness. He gets everything he wants, whether by persuasion or bloodshed. He knows how to be cunning when he needs to be.

Given his attributes, I didn’t refuse when he wanted to enter politics. Today he’s running for mayor of Ankara. We know he’ll win.

“Looks like the dog is finally going to talk,” he says, falling into step beside me as I approach the unfortunate soul bathed in blood.

Burak, our prisoner, has his wrists shackled to a chain above his head, forcing him onto his toes, supporting his body weight on arms visibly tired from holding the position so long. Clearly, Volkan has been playing with him. He’s all beaten up, lying in a puddle of his own blood.

The stable is dark, and the horses are still agitated from whatever happened here. The only light in the place illuminates the bastard, who appears to have passed out. I look around; there are a few soldiers nearby.

“Where’s Volkan?” I stare at Demir. He tilts his head toward the man emerging slowly from the shadows, as if he were death itself.

Volkan Savas is, without a doubt, the most curious figure among us.

His trauma hit him so deeply it became his defining attribute: he hides his face behind an iron mask. That’s right, a smooth metal mask covers his face. No one has ever seen his features except me, and only once, when I saved him from the hell he was living in.

I tried to free him from this “curse” at any cost, but unfortunately, he feels more comfortable and safer this way. It’s one of my family’s wounds I was unable to heal. I never will be.

Volkan is the man who handles my security, trains the soldiers, and kills without a second thought if necessary. A ruthless, calculating mercenary. If there’s a target, he goes after it. No one in this world can escape him.

He nods to me before delivering two hard slaps to the prisoner’s face, who startles awake.

“Wake up, no more sleeping!” I say, staring at one of Mustafa’s former allies—the monster we can never call father.

“Arslan... you came,” despite missing teeth, the bastard is still capable of laughing, blood trickling down his chin. “The whole family reunited.” He stares at me and my brothers. His left eye is nearly gouged out, purple and swollen to an extreme.

Anyone watching this scene would think we’re torturing a helpless old man. But the truth is, this rat before us harmed many people in the past. He was the one responsible for making Kemal disappear, a task given by Mustafa, his boss at the time.

That’s how the devil operated: he handed each son to a different psychopath, who made my brothers’ lives a living hell until I found them.

“Come on, tell me where he is. Enough games. Where’s Kemal? Who did you hand him over to?” I take a step forward to get closer to him.

“I ran for so many years... but you found me,” he says with difficulty, as if thinking out loud.

“Yes, I found you. Now you’ll only leave here dead, but first you’ll tell me where our brother is.” I grab his hair, forcing his face up. “You called for me, now I’m here. Open your mouth. Spit out your thoughts. Talk!” I shout, losing patience.

“After all this time... you really think he’s alive?” He smiles, enjoying the situation. Burak is an old fox; he won’t talk easily.

“Don’t make me crazy! You hear me, Burak? Don’t make me crazy!” I snarl, nearly tearing his scalp off. “You think I have time to waste? Where did you leave that baby when Mustafa placed him in your hands, huh?!”

“In hell...” he laughs again, even in pain. He coughs afterward, weak and pathetic.

I let him go, a dissatisfied half-smile on my face. I sigh and extend my hand to Volkan, who hands me a cell phone.

“You know, you must have heard I’m not the patient type.” I show him the video where an elderly couple appears, tied up.

“Father...? Mother...?” The panic on his face is priceless.

“Yeah... even a pig like you still has a father and mother. Who would’ve thought!” My mood is acidic and lethal.

“You bastard...”

“You know what will happen to them if you don’t give me my brother’s whereabouts, don’t you?” I make the call.

“All of you should have died...”

“Put them on the line,” I order the guy who answers on the other end. “Say hello to your little boy,” I put it on speakerphone.

“Son? Son, please, they’re going to kill us!” the old woman grunts, desperate. “Your father is unconscious...”

“Mother, no!”

“Burak, son!”

“Well?” It’s his last chance.

Burak hangs his head, agitated, trying to break free.

“Finish them!” I give the order. We hear the gunshots next.

“NO!” Burak flies into a rage. His suffering is like a sweet melting in my mouth. He cries, thrashes, but can do nothing.

“That’s so you know how painful it is to lose a loved one, your own flesh and blood,” I murmur with hatred, bringing my face close to his. I hand the phone back to Volkan. “Where. Is. Kemal?” It’s the last time I’ll ask.

“I only called you here so all three of you could hear what I have to say.” Burak lifts his face. There are no more smiles; he’s become pure anger. “You will never find your little brother. I left him in a wretched place, just as your father asked. Maybe he’s not alive anymore, and if he is... he could be anyone!”

I step back, pull the revolver from behind my back, and aim at him. Volkan and Demir do the same.

“Mustafa’s legacy still lives!” he screams in agony. “Your end is near! He will return to destroy you! To make you suffer in the fires of hell!”

We shoot him at the same time, a true massacre that finally silences his promises and threats.

“Enough!” I exclaim, lowering my gun. My brothers cease fire. “This vermin doesn’t deserve us wasting all our bullets.”

“Unbelievable. He’d rather give up his parents than stop being a loyal dog,” Demir observes the bastard, full of holes.

The horses whinny and thrash in their stalls. They didn’t deserve to witness this.

“Calm them down!” I order the soldiers, who immediately obey.

“What did that pig mean about Mustafa returning? Could it be an old ally of the bastard? A new enemy?” Demir’s brain is racing as much as mine.

“Probably,” I holster my weapon. “But now that he’s died without saying anything about Kemal, we’re back to square one.” A bitter taste corrodes my throat at the thought.

It took us years to catch Burak, to reach this moment. He was the rat who knew best how to hide. Yet, his capture got us nowhere. Kemal is still out of reach. It pains me not to know what he looks like. I still remember that baby in my arms, when I had to hand him over to the monster.

“Allah, Allah,” Demir laments.

I look at the Iron Mask, standing motionless, all in black, awaiting orders. Volkan is as tall as Demir and me. The only features we can make out are his intensely dark hair and, during the day, his eyes.

“You did good work, brother. Clean up this mess before heading home,” I tell him before turning my back. Demir follows me.

“Brother.” His gravelly voice makes us stop. It’s the first time he’s spoken since I arrived. Speaking isn’t really his thing; action is his business.

I turn to face him. Volkan raises a hand and signals for the soldiers to leave.

“Have you considered my request?” I close my eyes for a second upon hearing his question.

“I need you here. I can’t have you away right now.” I decide to be direct. “You heard what that pig said.” I glance at Burak’s body for a moment. “There’s a new enemy out there. Besides, Kemal is still missing. We won’t rest until we find him.”

“Enemies will always appear. And mine is still alive.” Volkan snarls the last word. The anger in his voice makes me imagine his expression can’t be pleasant.

“I thought you’d gotten over that, brother,” Demir speaks up, drawing his attention.

“Gotten over it?” Volkan scoffs, takes a step forward, and stands face-to-face with me. “Nothing and no one will stop my revenge.” It’s a warning and a promise.

I feel so much hatred emanating from him I could punch him right now to remind him who deserves respect. But I let it go.

“He’s obsessed, but deep down I understand him. We all have our own damned ghosts,” Demir holsters his weapon, perhaps remembering his own personal hell.

The scars are open wounds; memory is the coarse salt rubbed into them.

I snort irritably and walk outside. I urgently need a pussy. As if reading my thoughts—being dependent on the same vice as I am—I hear the man’s voice behind me:

“Leaving already? I brought guests. They’re in the house, waiting for us.” I stop walking, looking at him over my shoulder. “I’d invite Volkan too, but he doesn’t seem in the mood.” Demir approaches, stopping beside me.

“I hope they’re quality,” I say, looking seriously at him. We never smile.

“You’ll like them,” he assures me.
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THERE ARE THREE HIGH-end escorts, each more beautiful than the last. They stand as soon as they see us enter the living room. Demir locks the doors while I pour myself a glass of whiskey and ice at the bar. I fix a drink for him, too.

“Pick two. One is enough for me,” he says after downing his drink. He always prioritizes me and prefers to give me gifts.

Within minutes, I occupy one of the bedrooms with the two girls. I undress each one between kisses and heat. It doesn’t take long to have them on their knees between my legs, sucking my cock at the same time while I continue drinking, feeling the alcohol corrupt me.

For some unknown reason, that mysterious woman at my sister’s window invades my thoughts and distracts me. I want to know her, to get closer.

She is still unfinished business I need to resolve.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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Luna Javier

I FACE MY FIRST MORNING in Istanbul as a victory. Last night was tense, a whirlwind of events inside my head. I’d thought about not telling Dilara about the guy I saw spying on us outside, but I felt she needed to know.

“Did he have black hair and was he smoking a cigar?” she asks, wanting to be sure we’re talking about the same person. She’s worried.

“Yes, he was very well-dressed and had bodyguards with him,” I recall the man who, for some reason, I feel won’t easily leave my thoughts.

We’re at the kitchen table enjoying breakfast, an assortment of cold cuts, Turkish cheeses, hazelnuts, honey, and cucumber slices.

“It’s him! It’s Arslan! I knew he was watching me, I knew it!” Dilara slaps her hands on the table as she stands up, her face a mixture of hatred and disappointment.

“But what does he want?” I’m growing more and more curious about this story. It’s inevitable.

“I don’t know,” she paces back and forth, hands on her hips. “But I want that bastard far away from me and my daughter! I pray Allah pours His wrath upon his head!” Dilara is agitated, she can’t keep still. Her brother is truly a trigger.

I finish sipping my tea, set the cup aside to look her in the eyes.

“Do you think he’s really that dangerous?”

“What?” She laughs humorlessly, not believing what she heard. Then she leans in, bringing her face close to mine. “Luna, that wretch took the life of the only man I ever loved in cold blood, understand? Arslan is a heartless killer! Of all my brothers, he is the worst, the most vile and dangerous. He’s the leader, the head of the mafia who masquerades as a successful billionaire for society! He wouldn’t even listen when I tried to say Yiğit had never touched me!” Tears stain her face, her testimony touches my heart.

I stand to hug her tightly, I hear her sobs, her pain. I feel a mortal hatred for this Arslan for having ruined her life, for turning her into a reclusive young woman full of trauma, for taking from her hands the only person who made her happy and whom she loved.

“I don’t want to go back to living in that shadowy world where he thinks he’s our protector, that he saved us, when in fact he dragged us into his filth!” Dilara pulls her face back to look into my eyes. “I don’t want my daughter contaminated by Arslan Savas, because everyone who gets close to him is destroyed.” She breaks our contact and turns her back to me, wiping her nose. “If it’s up to me, Ayla will never know she’s part of that family.”

“You’re right to protect her,” I agree, receiving her attention again. “Your brother is a criminal, it’s better Ayla doesn’t even imagine she has an uncle like that, for her own good.” I place my hand on her shoulder. “What do you plan to do if you manage to prove the man you suspect is the girl’s real father?”

The subject makes her eyes widen, her body stiffen, and her mind seems to wander for a few moments before she finally answers me:

“Report him, of course.” I feel that deep down she doesn’t agree with what she’s saying. “I’m not a murderer, I want the guilty one to rot in jail.”

I analyze her posture for a moment; I have the impression she’s not being sincere.

“Right, that’s the right thing,” I affirm, also unsure of what I’m saying. I moisten my lips.

Dilara sighs, wipes her face, and forces a smile.

“Now let’s forget all this madness for a while. I promised you’d have a good stay here in Istanbul. Ayla is very excited, we want to enjoy your presence while you’re with us. I want to think, at least for a moment, that I’m a normal person.” She strokes my hand; we hug again.

“I want that too,” I confess, closing my eyes for a few seconds. “Actually, the thing I wanted most was to be normal, because being different isn’t easy at all.”

“We’ll overcome everything, you’ll see,” Dilara pulls her face away, wiping fresh tears. “Today we’re going sightseeing!” She smiles from ear to ear, like an angel. “It’s the first thing we should do according to the itinerary I made for us to have the best days of our lives!”

“That’s how I like to see it,” I share her excitement, but I remember something that chases my happiness away.

“What is it?” Dilara grows serious, watching me.

“There’s just one problem. I think your brother left men outside.” I remember the other car that was with him and that still hasn’t left the avenue. “In fact, I think they’ve probably been there for many days, maybe weeks, and you didn’t notice.”

Dilara doesn’t even answer me. She’s so startled she runs to the living room. I follow her, watching as she slowly, as discreetly as possible, opens the curtains of the glass wall.

“Damn him!” she curses, turning back to me. “How did I not notice this before?!” She bites her nails, thinking what to do. “I’m going to throw them off my doorstep right now!”

She makes a move to leave, but I hold her back.

“Of course not, are you crazy?!” I pull her back; she can’t understand. “That will only alert your brother that you’ve discovered what he’s doing. If Arslan is as you say, he’ll find another way to watch you, one that won’t be so easy to discover.”

“Allah, Allah!” Distraught, Dilara throws herself onto the sofa, burying her hands in her hair. “So what are we going to do? I don’t want these vultures on our tail!”

“Talk to him, it’s the only way,” I sit down beside her.

“I haven’t spoken to Arslan since Ayla was born. I want it to stay that way.”

“Then move apartments.”

“It won’t help, Luna. My daughter and I will only be free when we leave Turkey. That’s the solution!”

“If you want to come back to Spain with me,” I joke. She smiles.

“He’d kill you if he knew you were capable of helping me with that.” Her certainty makes me feel bad. This situation is deplorable; I hadn’t grasped the depth of it until I got here.

Arslan Savas is a monster.

I stand up again, walk a little, look at the car outside through the gap in the curtain, then I have an idea!

“If you really want to escape your brother and move countries, I can help you. You just have to want it.” We exchange a serious look. Dilara stammers, not knowing what to say; she seems indecisive. “You don’t have to answer now. We have many days ahead until I leave. I just want you to know I’m here for whatever you need. You’re my friend; I won’t leave you alone.”

“Thank you,” she says, a little calmer.

“We’ll manage to go out without being followed,” I assure her, which makes her more animated. “I already know how we’ll leave without those idiots noticing. Your brother can choke on it!”

“Mama...” Ayla appears wearing pink pajamas, her face looking like she just woke up. Her voice is sad; she seems scared.

“Sweetheart? What happened?” Dilara picks her up, attentive.

“I had a nightmare,” the girl hugs her mother.

“It’s over now, my love. It’s over,” Dilara tries to calm her, placing a kiss on her forehead.

“Mama... promise you’ll always be here?” Ayla holds Dilara’s face between her small hands, crying.

“But of course, my life! Of course! What’s this now? What’s in your thoughts, hmm?” Dilara looks at me; I don’t understand either, but for some reason, this scene between the two of them gives me chills.

“Ayla, come here,” I offer my arms to take her. Her mother places her in my lap; the girl doesn’t refuse. “I have nightmares too, you know. Do you know what I do to forget?” The little girl shakes her head. I wipe her face with my thumb. “I close my eyes and think of the happiest day of my life. Want to try?” She nods, sighing. “Then close your little eyes and think of the day that made your heart jump with happiness.” Ayla does as I say and soon smiles.

Dilara folds her hands over her chest, visibly pleased with what she’s watching.

“Look, she’s already smiling! What did you remember?” I’m curious, rubbing the tip of my index finger on her nose.

“The day Mama let me eat ice cream until my tummy hurt.” Ayla opens her eyelids; now her energy is different. She’s back to being the sweet, lively child she always is.

“Well, that’s what we’re going to do again today! How about we take Aunt Luna to your favorite ice cream shop?” Dilara strokes her daughter’s hair.

“Yaaay!” Ayla celebrates, throwing her arms in the air.
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I ASK DILARA TO CALL any pizza place and order a pizza to be delivered to the unwanted bodyguards. It serves as a distraction while we leave through the other side of the building and get into a taxi that, as arranged, was already waiting for us.

“It all worked!” my friend celebrates as soon as we settle into the back seat of the vehicle. “You’re very clever, Luna!”

“I know,” I wink at her. We laugh heartily.

“Mama, why aren’t we taking your car?” Ayla, who’s sitting between us, doesn’t understand.

“Because today we decided to live a different adventure,” I run my fingers over the girl’s face, noticing the idea enter her mind and be well received.

“What will be our destination?” The driver watches us in the rearview mirror. He’s a strong man with a full beard, wearing a cap and casual clothes. I don’t like his sullen face, much less the gleam in his eyes, but I keep that to myself. Dilara gives him the address and we set off.

We play with Ayla, laughing and having fun. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt so light and sweet; their energy is contagious. It’s also good to realize I’m doing good for these two who always seemed so lonely to me, even over video calls.

“You’re going the wrong way,” Dilara calls the man’s attention after looking out the window.

“Don’t worry, I’m taking a shortcut,” he changes to another lane, going faster.

“Sir, slow down, we have a child in the car,” I reprimand him. Our eyes meet once more.

“Alright, sorry,” his calm smile doesn’t convince me. He doesn’t slow down either.

“We’re leaving the city,” Dilara whispers to me.

“Mama, can I really try all the flavors?” Ayla, in her own world, doesn’t even notice something strange is happening.

I signal with my face for my friend to stay calm. I discreetly take my phone from my bag, intending to call for help. However, before I can make any contact, the bastard pulls out a revolver, pointing it at me.

“Stay quiet,” he orders. I freeze.

Scared, Dilara automatically grabs her daughter, covering her eyes.

“Mama!!” Ayla screams, frightened.

“Don’t look, sweetheart! Don’t look!”

“Throw the bag and the phone here.” I obey him, throwing everything onto the passenger seat, consumed by hatred at the same time I’m struck by fear. “You too!” he raises his voice. Dilara also obeys him, taking care that Ayla doesn’t witness this madness.

My God, I can’t believe this is happening.

“Who are you? What do you want?” I ask.

“Shhhh,” the bastard asks for silence. His smile shifts from calm to malevolent, like someone who knows very well what he’s going to do.

After a few minutes without us saying a word, Dilara suddenly grabs my hand. It’s ice-cold and visibly apprehensive. It’s obvious that between the two of us, I’m the one keeping calmer. It’s not the first time I’ve been in an adverse situation, and I know very well that panic will get us nowhere.

“Luna... if anything happens to me...” she whispers, capturing my attention. Her daughter cries in her lap. “Ayla belongs to you, understand?”

“Don’t say that,” I try to make her stop, answering in the same low tone.

“Luna... Ayla will be your responsibility, understand? If something happens, promise you’ll take care of her, that she’ll never be alone, promise!” She squeezes my fingers; I see her desperation.

“Mama...” Ayla whimpers, scared.

“Promise, Luna!”

“I promise!” The answer comes from the depths of my heart, yet I have a bad feeling I can’t explain.

Gradually, I no longer feel my heartbeat. It’s as if the organ stops beating as fear for our future dominates my thoughts.

This isn’t just a robbery; it feels more like a kidnapping. We’re getting farther and farther from the city. I wonder where the bastard will take us. Apparently, he’s not under the influence of any narcotics; on the contrary, he seems very aware of what he’s doing.

We can’t die like this. I need to do something, or our end will be under the earth. The tension peaks when we stop in front of a shack in the middle of nowhere.

“What place is this?” I can’t control my tongue; I don’t like this at all.

“Shut up, you talk too much!” He glares at me in the rearview mirror one last time before getting out of the car and opening Dilara’s door. “Get out!” They go first; I follow right behind.

We walk single file toward the property, which looks abandoned—a perfect place for a heinous crime. Does he want to keep us captive? Rape us? Torture us to death? Who will find us in this end of the world? The answer is clear: no one.

We watch him unlock the door. The thug uses the gun to indicate Dilara and Ayla should enter. They obey, terrified. I try to follow them; I don’t want to leave them alone, but I’m stopped when the revolver is leveled at my face.

“Not you.” His evil smile gives me chills; I can’t think what to do. My anxiety strengthens; with each second it becomes harder to maintain control, hard to breathe. I clench my fists, wanting to stop this pain.

“I want to go with them!” I demand, worried.

“Luna!” Dilara’s voice is muffled when the door is locked, separating us. The bastard puts the key in his pants pocket.

“Let’s take a little walk... over there, go!” He signals with his face, forcing me to go in front. We go around the house to the back, walk straight a few more meters, where a dry wind blows across a desolate space.

As hope is the last to die, I look for someone, but looking around, I realize I’m alone, that no help is coming.

“This is good. A fine place for a shallow grave,” the bastard scoffs.

“Why are you doing this?” It’s almost a whisper, but I manage to make myself heard.

“It’s nothing personal. You were just in the wrong place, at the wrong time, with the wrong... people. You’re even quite beautiful, I admit, but we don’t need you.” He looks me up and down; I feel disgust.

He spoke in the plural, so there must be someone else involved.

“What are you going to do with them?” I swallow dryly; it burns down my throat.

“Shhh,” he prepares to shoot.

Knowing I have no other way out, I close my eyes, accepting my end. I have no way to escape this; you can’t fight when you’re in the sights of a criminal. I just think of all my family, how much greater a pain they will feel than any I’ve felt my whole life.

But what life?

It’s in this moment I realize how much I want to live, how much I prefer to breathe even feeling dead inside, how much the useless part of my soul screams for help!

I don’t deserve to die like this. Not like this.
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CHAPTER 3
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Arslan Savas

THOUGH I OPERATE OUTSIDE the law when necessary, to society I am the young and successful president of SV Crushing, a company in the quarry business, supplying stone materials and executing infrastructure projects.

We are a national benchmark and one of the market leaders serving both the public and private sectors, from major construction firms to end clients, from municipal governments to private companies across various industries.

The company has five units: the headquarters and four branches, each in a different province. The headquarters, located in Istanbul, is the largest supplier of stone materials and the primary entity responsible for infrastructure works. We also boast a large fleet of our own trucks for material transport, as well as extensive facilities with state-of-the-art machinery and equipment.

Most of this was thanks to my work, built on every drop of sweat and thirst for power, because I swore to myself I would never be subjugated by anyone again. Winning and dominating became a necessity. Losing ceased to be an option the moment I clawed my way out of that pit.

I don’t usually ask. I take by force, and fuck the rest.

Thinking of that, I’ve concluded it’s more than time to rid myself of a problem named Rüzgar. We are partners in the arms trade in Istanbul and the surrounding region, but lately his irresponsibility with the business has been causing me a lot of headaches.

I reflect on this while watching a presentation by my technical team about the recent geological study and survey they conducted on a site we intend to turn into our new quarry.

“So, based on the satellite imagery and what we recorded on-site, it’s more than proven that this region contains high anomalous concentrations of minerals,” concludes the geologist, a small, clean-shaven man who wears glasses. He’s standing before the whiteboard displaying the slide with all the data he mentioned.

Seated opposite him, at the head of the glass table that divides us, my right hand tracing my jawline, I shift my gaze from him to the woman on my right, then to the other three men in company uniforms on my left.

“Are you fucking with me?” I say, serious and firm, catching them off guard.

“Pardon?” one of the engineers asks.

“Did we come here to repeat the same meeting we had last month? We’re past the prospecting phase. I expected you to present the mineral research evaluations today! Why are you wasting my time?” I am direct; I have no patience for incompetence. Though measured, my voice echoes with a deep, dissatisfied tone.

The fools look at each other as if scared, searching for who will answer me. It falls to the lawyer.

“Sir, we have a problem. The landowner rejected all our purchase proposals for the property. He expelled the technical team on the last exploration attempt. I’ve tried everything, used my entire arsenal against him. I don’t know what else to do.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know what to do?” My question makes him swallow dryly. I shift uncomfortably in my chair. “We work in a quarry. There is no stone we cannot break, no obstacle we cannot overcome.” I stretch my arm and tap my index finger twice on the glass. “Leyla will handle this,” I say, looking at the blonde once more.

“Of course I will,” she assures me, a little smile plastered on her face—the smile of someone who gets everything she wants—as she twirls a pen in her hand after making another note in her planner.

“Meeting adjourned.” I stand, and everyone follows suit. The geologist turns the lights on, and the sophisticated meeting room we’re in comes back into view.

I leave the room with the woman following me. Leyla is my cousin and the most efficient secretary I’ve ever had. I came to live with her and the rest of the family when I was taken in by our grandfather after I gained my freedom. I became the head of the family after her father, my uncle, died five years ago.

“Call Volkan to handle this obstacle. I want that land in my name by the end of the day,” I order as we walk through the office, which occupies the entire thirty-seventh and thirty-eighth floors of the commercial building where we work, in Levent.

“I’m already on it, but by the end of the day will be impossible. The village is almost a day’s journey away,” she replies, typing on her phone while holding her planner in her other hand.

“It doesn’t matter. Send him there immediately. I’m sure my brother will return with that contract signed.”

“I have no doubt about that either,” I sense the sarcasm in her voice.

Leyla is a few years younger than me, an intelligent, proactive, determined woman who has always attracted the attention of various men in the company, but she hasn’t wanted to marry yet, has turned down good matches, always says she hasn’t found the right guy.

As an efficient workplace should be, the office is a hive of activity, with employees everywhere carrying out their duties. The quarry is miles from the city, but like all the others, it’s supervised from here, except for the one in Ankara, where Demir is in charge.

We take the elevator to the thirty-eighth floor, the penthouse, where my office and other departments are located. Up here, the atmosphere is calmer and more intimate. Walls in shades of petrol blue and white, decorative details in black—the three colors of our logo—create a cold, austere environment.

“Mr. Rüzgar is in the waiting room,” the receptionist behind the desk informs me.

I nod and proceed down the well-lit hall to my office door. I place my hand on the knob, open it, but before entering, I look at Leyla again.

“Wait ten minutes, then let him in,” I refer to the unfortunate soul I once made the mistake of making my partner.

“Arslan, wait!” she stops me. I raise an eyebrow as I watch her place her planner on her desk nearby. I take in her all-red look again—the plunging neckline, the short skirt. Something’s off. “Is everything okay? You seem a bit tense. You got home in the middle of the night. Did something happen?” I can see the curiosity reflected in the shine of her brown eyes.

Leyla approaches slowly, stopping in front of me. Her hair is the same shade as citrine quartz. She is truly beautiful and knows it.

“Everything’s fine. I just had a minor setback. I told you not to wait up for me,” I chide her gently.

“What can I do? I worry. I can’t sleep when you’re not nearby. It’s a habit,” she smiles charmingly, looking me up and down with her hands clasped in front of her.

Every time I return home, I find her awake in the dead of night, waiting for me. It’s been that way since we were teenagers.

“And with you, is everything alright?” I return the question, letting go of the doorknob to give her more attention.

“Why wouldn’t it be?”

“Your clothes. That short skirt and that exaggerated neckline aren’t your style.” I’m honest, I’m serious. Open-mouthed, Leyla betrays with a half-smile that she liked my comment.

“Oh, don’t tell me you’re jealous,” she teases, tucking a wavy strand behind her ear.

I crack my neck. I don’t like her tone and I’m tired of these insinuations. I take a step toward her. We’re face to face, me much taller than her.

“Leyla, I am your cousin. You know very well that if there’s one thing I shouldn’t and don’t feel, it’s jealousy over you.” Her smile dissolves in seconds. It’s as if I can see her soul, penetrate through her eyes to the very depths and watch her wilt. “I’m just making sure this doesn’t happen again. Don’t be vulgar within the company,” I reprimand her.

I turn my back and close the door.

I sigh, open my blazer, pick up a cigar from the desk and light it with a lighter. I put my left hand in my trouser pocket and walk to the window, from where I have a panoramic view of Istanbul below.

I only start to feel better after the first few puffs.

Last night was fun and satisfying, but there is no woman who can make me sleep away from home. I left the farm before dawn and returned to the mansion. I like my own space, sleeping alone, especially since sharing a bed with someone means trust, and I don’t trust people.

My office is fit for a king—spacious, imposing, and comfortable, with a living area, bathroom, and even a walk-in closet.

The rustic, masculine decor follows the same color palette as outside, but with a bit more emphasis on black, especially one wall clad in strips of basalt, one of the primary rocks we work with.

I sit behind my executive desk after finishing the cigar, send a message for Leyla to send Rüzgar in. He enters with the face of a man who knows he’s fucked up. Again.

“No need to start. I already know what you’re going to say,” he raises a hand in my direction for a second, walks to the extensive bar counter that runs along the basalt wall, and starts making a drink. “Rüzgar, you incompetent fool, you got arrested again, lost another shipment, the Organized Crime Division shut down another one of our workshops because of you!” he mimics my voice. I prefer to answer an email on my MacBook than have to look at his ugly, wrinkled face, but I hear the sound of The Macallan mixing with ice cubes in his glass. “But don’t worry, as always, I fixed it. I paid off the judge and everything’s fine. The police won’t be on our backs anymore. Once again, I’m a good boy!” He laughs loudly, reveling in his impunity.

“You’re out.” My voice sounds perfectly calm, but it’s enough to almost make him choke on his first sip. Rüzgar coughs three times, clears his throat, and then focuses on me, finally getting my full attention.

“What? What are you talking about?” He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Your wife and children are already at the airport with their bags packed. You will board a chartered flight and disappear from here. Figure out what to do with your whore later.” I relax into the back of my chair and fold my hands, observing a mustachioed, poorly dressed man rendered stupefied.

“B-but I’m your partner... y-you can’t do this to me.” The way the information slowly seeps into his mind until it’s processed is amusing. It makes him stammer, but not enough to make me laugh.

“Actually, we both know that today, because of your fuck-ups, I’m more your boss than your partner. I helped you when I let you join me in the market, but now the business is at risk because of you, and it’s not for lack of warning. Your share has been deposited into your account. If you insist on disobeying me, you know what happens.” I threaten him, but it’s as if we’re having any ordinary conversation between friends.

“And where am I supposed to go?” he snarls, full of hatred, squeezing the glass between his fingers.

“To hell if necessary!” I stand up suddenly and slam my hands on the desk so hard the objects on it shudder. “Disappear!!!” I roar, unleashing all my anger.

Unable to believe it, Rüzgar looks at me, dissatisfied, his chin trembling, fist clenched.

“Fuck, Arslan!” He hurls the glass to the floor, where it shatters into a thousand pieces, soaking my rug. “I’m your partner, damn it!” He beats both hands against his chest. “You can’t just throw me out, you hear me?! You can’t have everything!”

“Oh, but I can...” I confirm after leaning my face closer to his, in a lower, softer tone. “I can have everything I want. Rüzgar is in Arslan’s hands for a thousand reasons.” I speak in the third person. “Rüzgar will not dare disobey him.”

I walk around the desk until I stop in front of him and witness his expression transform from that of a man to that of a crying boy.

“No, Arslan... fuck... please, I swear I’ll change.” He clasps his hands together, pleading. “I have nowhere to go... this is my place. I just need one more chance. We’ll recover the lost money, just...”

“Shhh,” I ask for silence. “Everything will be fine. I’m sure you’ll manage well outside of Turkey.” His eyes bulge. “My driver is waiting for you, and so is your family.” I give two light pats on his shoulders before grabbing him by the neck with my left arm and squeezing. He’s about eight inches shorter than me, so it’s easy to intimidate him. “Consider yourself lucky I’m not putting a bullet in your head or letting you rot in prison. If you come back here...”

“I won’t...” he says, breathless, trembling and fearful. He was always a coward.

“Go in peace, brother,” I whisper as I release him, as cold as an iceberg.

Desolate, the wretch leaves in silence, leaving me in peace. I take a deep breath, loosen my tie. I decide to go to the bathroom to splash some water on my face. I confront my reflection in the mirror.

I am a big man, exactly six foot six. Black hair, deeply dark eyes, and a thick beard framing my jaw.

My grandfather used to say my eyes lost their shine because of the thirteen years I lived in darkness, “buried alive,” that my pupils became as black as a basalt stone, but that this should be my fortress for what I would still have to face in life.

The peace lasts only a few moments.

“Arslan! Arslan!” Leyla’s screams force me out of the bathroom quickly. Her weeping and horrified face make me imagine the coward Rüzgar did something stupid out there. “I don’t know how to say it... I don’t know!” She sobs, bringing her hands to her mouth, devastated.

“Just say it!” I demand, agitated.

“It’s horrible... you won’t be able to bear it!” She’s desperate. It must be something more serious. My heart shrinks and my stomach clenches.

“Say it now!” I grab her by the arm, impatient.

“It’s Dilara...” Her voice falls silent for the next exact five seconds. Her lips tremble, tears stream down both sides of her face as she takes a breath. “She’s dead!”

You are never prepared to receive bad news, much less news that makes you feel like you’re in a car at high speed, out of control, crashing head-on violently until nothing remains but the end.

I am dizzy from the impact of the news.

My legs weaken to the point of almost dropping me against the desk, but I steady myself.

No... not my little sister, no!

My vision clouds. Gradually, I lose sense after sense until I manage to re-establish a little balance and hear the whole story Leyla has to tell about the kidnapping, the negligence of the guards I left to watch Dilara, and the capture of the prime suspect believed to have orchestrated her death:

Luna Javier.
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CHAPTER 4
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Luna Javier

I DON’T DESERVE TO die like this. Not like this.

“Wait... wait,” I gasp, raising my hand in a plea. The thug raises an eyebrow, willing to hear me out. “Y-you said I was pretty... really pretty, right?” He stays silent, studying me without lowering the revolver. I swallow hard. “What if... we...” I force a suggestive smile—maybe my only chance.

The time it takes for the bastard to think it over is torture. He could pull the trigger any second, but my proposal seems to be having an effect.

“Ah, I knew you were a whore,” he says, licking his lips with lust. My stomach turns. I want to vomit, but I hold it in. “All foreign women are sluts. That’s why we like them.” His disgusting grin widens, thinking he’s about to touch me.

I almost regret setting this scene to save myself. The guy—whose name I still don’t know and have no intention of ever knowing—looks around, checks his wristwatch, scratches his crotch, and jerks his head for me to follow.

“Just a quick one, ‘cause you’re so fucking hot,” he bites his lower lip, devouring me with his eyes. My throat burns, but I have to be cold now. “Come on!”

We go back to the left side of the shack. Hearing nothing, I wonder if Dilara and Ayla are okay, if there’s a chance someone else is inside hurting them. He shoves me against the wall, my back slamming hard into the wood.

“Take your clothes off... nice and slow,” he says, the last two words dripping with sickening pleasure.

I close my eyes for a moment, breathing deep to keep my mind from spiraling into chaos.

Before I die, I’m going to be raped!

I take off my coat and drape it over the stool beside me. I pull my long-sleeved shirt over my head, and that’s when I see a shelf above me with a toolbox.
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