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        But Matteo Doukas isn't anything like her ex-boyfriend.

        He isn't sweet.

        He isn't kind.

        He gives nothing without expecting something in exchange.

      

        

      
        If she expects to enjoy the privileges of a rich mafia family on the Amalfi Coast, Zara will have to submit to Matteo's every desire.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            My Rescuer

          

          Zara Sutherland

        

      

    

    
      I haven’t spoken a word in three months. It’s the only way to survive in Albania. Say nothing. Observe. Obey. Never let anyone in. Never give them any fuel to fuck with you.

      Every night of my captivity, I prayed Eddie would show up to save me. I believed he would show up to save me. I didn’t expect the first face I saw after all those months to be this one.

      His men keep me blindfolded on the car ride over to the castle. I say nothing. I expect nothing. I think these men are going to kill me, honestly. I don’t expect the car to stop and for a kind voice to say to me in English.

      “I’m sorry for the secrecy. Soon, I promise you’ll be safe.”

      He speaks very good English, this strange man. I nod, but I can’t hide my fear anymore. I don’t cry or anything, but my body shakes with terror against my will. I can’t endure another rape. I can’t live with more rips and tears. I can’t live with more of these horrific nightmares.

      “You’re Zara, right? They have the right girl?”

      My teeth chatter, but I don’t say a word yet. I just nod. The man’s hand touches my shoulder gently, but I yelp in terror. I hate feeling like a caged animal. His warm hand curves slowly around my shoulder and my terror yields to the warmth from his hand. Who is this man? 

      “Sorry,” he murmurs. “Don’t worry, girl. You’ll be safe soon. I’ll have them take the blindfold off when you’re inside.” 

      His hand falls away from my shoulders and my trembling returns. He barks commands in Albanian and then more in Italian. I can understand a few words. Touch. Kill. Keep. My son. 

      My Italian could be better. Eddie tried teaching me, but he would always hit me when I got a word wrong, so I hated practicing.

      Two men gently take my forearms and guide me down a path, helping me over the stones, but refusing to remove my blindfold as they force me to walk with them. I feel the sun disappear when I enter a building that smells like running water and stone. There’s the sound of running water too. Indoor fountain? The men make me turn right and walk me down a long hallway to a room at the end of the hall. Instinct tells me I’m going to a bedroom.

      The men always bring me to a bedroom. 

      I feel nervous entering a bedroom with these men, even if they’re Italian. They could be friends of Eddie’s, not friends of Van’s. Hell, they could be from Rome or Florence or any of the other mafia cities in Italy. I hold my breath as I hear them close the door behind me. I wish I could tell the differences in accents. I could be in Sicily, but I doubt it. The air here doesn’t smell Italian, even if the men are.

      “Don’t worry, kid. We won’t hurt you,” one says in low, guttural English. His voice sounds familiar, but I can’t quite place it. I’ve been through a lot the past few months and my memory of names and voices shakes considerably. I still don’t respond to the men.

      “Once we leave the room, you take the blindfold off and wait, okay?”

      I nod to show I understand them and they leave me in the bedroom alone. I rip the blindfold off as soon as I can. What the fuck? I’m in an old and freezing gothic castle that looks like it was ripped straight out of Dracula. There’s a giant king-sized fourposter bed and a fireplace right across from it that looks like it actually works. There are large, stone windows… I hurry to the other side of the room and look out the windows.

      Where am I? Probably still in Albania… but I’m far away from the basement where these men found me, and I don’t have a clue if I’m really safe or not. They could have hurt me and they didn’t, but that doesn’t mean a thing in this world. Men can be patient when they want to rip your heart out. Or do other things.

      I hear footsteps approaching and based on the echo, it sounds like whoever is here is walking on stone. I bite my lower lip and face the door. I don’t want to show weakness. I’m tired of being the victim. Enzo was right when he called me “ditsy”, but I’m not that girl anymore.

      I’ve been through too much shit and I’m 100% done taking it. I fold my arms and try to puff myself up. It’s difficult. I barely clear five feet tall. 

      The door to the bedroom thrusts open and I see a man who looks dangerously familiar standing in the doorway. He has long, thick black hair that falls to his shoulders and a broad, muscular chest that stands out to me immediately.

      He’s tall, probably 6’8” and he looks… like my ex-boyfriend. They have eyes the same shade of brilliant, alluring blue. 

      My throat tightens, and my heart beats faster than a hummingbird’s wings. This can only be one person, but I know enough about him and his fucked up son to know that I don’t want to be the one to speak first. I don’t want to speak at all, actually.

      “Fuck, you look thin,” he says. “Is it true you haven’t spoken in weeks?”

      I give him wide, curious eyes, but I don’t say anything to him. I don’t indicate a response. What will this man do when I don’t obey? Will he make me? Will he try to hurt me? I watch for his reaction.

      “I suppose it’s true,” he says calmly. “I’m Matteo. You’re going to be safe from now on, Zara. I want you to understand that I’m nothing like my brothers and I’m nothing like my son. I am strict. I am clear. You must not disobey me. Now nod if you understand.”

      He commands respect, I’ll have to admit. I nod, but only because complying this once will give me a chance to learn more about him. He’s unrealistically handsome for a guy his age. I recall Enzo mentioning that his brother was in his late thirties, which must make him forty years old now. 

      He has a stern face. He looks like ice. 

      “Good,” Matteo murmurs. “Do you know where Eddie is?”

      I shake my head, studying Matteo’s tattoos. He has a long dagger on his forearm with a barbed wire tattoo around his wrist. There’s a tally on his other wrist. People he’s killed, maybe? If he’s anything like his son, that’s probably the case. I have to remember that the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Eddie’s fucked up mentality had to come from somewhere. I don’t bother saying anything because I don’t know where Eddie is, anyway. I can’t say anything honest, so I choose silence and observing the hulking man standing in front of me.

      He could hurt me easily if he wanted to, bending me over his leg and snapping me like a twig. I don’t know what he wants from me, but I have to be careful with him. He’s dangerous… 

      “Okay,” Matteo says. “For your safety, I cannot have you leave the confines of this place alone or without my company. If you have any places you wish to visit, you may make a request 24 hours in advance. I work four days a week and I expect you to accompany me. I won’t leave you in the castle alone. Not after what I’ve heard. Does that sound satisfactory, Zara?”

      He pronounces my name with a thick Italian accent and a low, thunderous voice.

      I nod. I still don’t want to speak. I’m not ready.

      “I’ll bring you some clothes in a few minutes, along with some espresso. Are you hungry?”

      I shake my head and Matteo smirks. His smile sends a chill through me. He looks like Eddie. I don’t want to look into a terrifying face like that every day. I want to squeeze my eyes shut, but I know any demonstration of fear won’t benefit me. I have to be stronger than I feel. Jodi would want me to be strong. 

      “Of course not,” he murmurs, a hint of frustration in his voice. Fuck. “I believe you need to eat. You look dangerously underweight. I’ll bring cheese, olives and bread from the kitchen. Don’t open the door for anyone but me. You’re under my direct protection, no one else’s.”

      What’s the difference between protection and captivity? I would want to go home if I had any home to return to. The closest place I had to home was when Van and Jodi put me up so I could work at Jalousie.

      I nod, and he shuts the door. I tiptoe closer as he shuts it and I hear him turning a key. The little knob on the door handle flips. I’m locked in, but I can get out if I need to. He’s preventing anyone else from entering the room. Weird. I can’t tell if I’m a prisoner here or under Matteo’s protection. Both, perhaps? And why does he think I know where Eddie is?

      With Matteo gone, I walk to the window again and try to observe what I can. There are dense woods surrounding the vast acreage of Matteo’s property. It’s beautiful, really. I lean against the window and stare at the carpet of dark green. I could disappear into those woods and never come back… I could. 

      There’s a pang in my abdomen, and I wince as I double over the windowsill. Fuck, it hurts. I know something they did to me damaged me, but I don’t know what it is. I certainly won’t be telling Matteo, so I have to hope the pain goes away on its own. Tears prickle my eyes as another jolt of pain surges between my legs.

      I want to throw up. I can’t, despite several seconds of dry retching, so I carry myself to the bed in the center of the room and lie flat on my stomach. The pain immobilizes me, and within a sport span of time, I either pass out or fall asleep. I’m not sure which, but footsteps in the castle hallway wake me again.

      Groggily, I try to sit up. My hair feels glued to my face with sweat and my clothes are sticky. I smell like I haven’t showered in five days, which is probably true. The key turns in the lock and Matteo enters the room again, this time with his black hair swept into a ponytail at the base of his neck. Wow, that man has a thick neck. Everything about him is hulking and enormous. Eddie definitely didn’t take after his dad’s height.

      “I brought you clothes and food,” Matteo says, entering the room with paper bags. “Sit up.” 

      I sit up and rub my eyes. The pain between my thighs subsides enough for me to walk to the little kitchenette in my suite and sit at the table while Matteo unpacks one of his paper bags. The larger bag sitting on the floor has fabric peeking out of it. I wince as I sit down, but try to hide it from Matteo. Everything about my situation is humiliating enough. I don’t want to tell Eddie’s dad that I have something horrible going on down there. I’ll have to look tomorrow or something.

      Matteo spreads cheese and olives on bread before handing me a plate, slowly sliding it across the table and watching me expectantly. He’s one of those people who doesn’t think short, skinny girls eat. I eat just fine. I’m just a little thin from all the travel and the bullshit. 

      I feel like a little kid. I can spread my damn cheese with no help…

      “Will you eat that?” He asks. He could command me to eat if he wanted to and I wouldn’t have a choice, so I appreciate Matteo asking after his minutes of staring. I nod. It’s hard to make yourself take that first bite when you haven’t had food on your stomach in a while.

      “Good.”

      He makes a piece of cheesed up bread for himself and shoves the whole thing into his mouth. Big guy. I guess he has to eat a lot. 

      “You’re very little,” he says. “When was the last time you ate?”

      I stare up at him. Doesn’t he get it? I won’t talk. Talking can’t benefit me in this situation.

      “You’ll have to talk to me eventually,” he says.

      That’s where he’s wrong. I don’t have to talk to him. Maybe I don’t have the fifth amendment in Italy, but I have my personal right to remain silent. I gaze down at the bread and pick off an olive, enjoying the salty zing when I place it on my tongue.

      Matteo walks over to me and puts a hand on my shoulder. I flinch from the contact, but he doesn’t move his hand. He just curves it over my shoulder.

      “You have nothing to fear,” he says. “Nothing. I know I look like a monster and I know what stories you must have heard, not to mention the fact that you know my son, but I’m not so bad.”

      I continue eating. 

      Matteo continues. “Think of me like a father or something. I heard what you’ve been through and believe me, I’ll put a stop to it. I just need you to talk to me, Zara. I need you to trust me.” 

      

      How the hell can he ask me to do that? I can’t trust anyone. I made a mistake trusting Eddie and everyone I trust seems to hurt me.

      

      “I know they hurt you before you came here,” he says. Blood rushes to my head. I want to upchuck the food I just put down. I want to curl up into a ball and forget all the things that happened before, but I can’t. There’s a man touching my shoulder, and he smells like all other men — dangerous.

      I inhale more sharply than I wanted, my chest heaving anxiously. Matteo removes his hand from my shoulder, but he keeps talking in a soothing voice.

      “There,” he murmurs. “It’s okay to be frightened. It’s okay not to want to talk about what happened yet. But you must, Zara. You must be strong. I promise you that no matter what happens, I won’t allow anyone to hurt you again. Understand?” 

      

      I nod slowly.

      

      “I’ll leave you to eat,” he says gently. “Take a nice bath and put on some clothes. I’ll expect you downstairs for a proper dinner at eight p.m.”
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            Chapter 2

          

          
            What Happened To The Girl

          

          Matteo

        

      

    

    
      Zara will be downstairs in ten minutes. Until then, I review the written report from my men about their discoveries in Tirana. This is bad. Really fucking bad. Over the past five years, I’ve acquired plenty — 30% of the land in the three biggest cities to my north, south and east. I own enough properties and businesses to reign with almost absolute control over the Albanian mob in this part of the country. Me, an Italian. But that doesn’t come without its fair share of problems.

      I have one of those problems locked in a bedroom. I don’t know what surprises me more, her skin color or her beauty. I didn’t know Papa allowed us to do that sort of thing — engage with foreigners. She has the largest eyes I’ve ever seen, and she’s so thin and tiny, she looks like she’ll break. What the hell were those men doing with that girl? 

      If there’s one thing I’ve learned about the Albanians is that you can’t trust them. Not the mob, not the civilians. They don’t mix well with Italian morals and values. It’s the one thing that makes living here more difficult–that and the shitty coffee.

      What Albanians don’t understand is that family is only a part of cosa nostra. There’s also money. Money means power, and people follow money. I came to Albania with money and in another five years, I’ll own so much that I’ll live like a king — and so will any other Doukas.

      As long as my brothers can help me stop this war with the Dervishaj family and put them back in the dark underbelly of Vlorë, where they belong, I can have everything I want. A fresh start. Distance from all my pain in Italy. A chance to repent for my sins. 

      I have a son — a fucked up piece of shit son — and everything going on with that skinny large-eyed girl is officially my fault. My responsibility. I thought I was doing the right thing, leaving him all those years ago, but my actions have created a monster.

      He hurt Zara. Eddie set her up for the horrific things documented in these pages. He became the worst kind of man there can be. 

      I turn over the printed documents again, rereading the testimony of the men who hurt her, the men I had my men kill and dispose of in the sea. The writings make me sick to my stomach. 

      Vitti hops onto my lap as I read, making a thinly veiled attempt to assess the pork situation on my plate. I’ve always liked toy dogs… tiny helpless things that could use a protector. There’s nothing on this earth I need protection from, so I don’t bother with the larger dogs. My little bolognese yaps and lunges for a piece of fried pork, which I deftly slip into my mouth instead of hers. Spoiled little thing. I kiss the top of Vitti’s head, which only provokes more disappointed barking as she hops off my lap and sits with a rapidly wagging tail by my side. 

      I read more about what my son did to the girl in my guest bedroom. Eddie arranged for his friends in the Dervishaj family to retrieve Zara from Italy and traffic her to Gramsh. Working out of a small hotel, Kreshnik Dervishaj (now deceased) sold Zara to several groups of men. Always groups. They did horrible things to her. They broke her physically and mentally. They filmed her and I still have men working with Giovanni’s people in Italy to destroy the horrific rape videos before they spread too far on the internet. I can’t stand reading this any longer, especially not having met the silent girl upstairs. 

      I can’t handle this without wine at least, and I’ve been trying not to drink. Bad things happen when I soak myself in liquor, so I make a cup of chamomile tea instead. Vitti follows me to the kitchen and then back to the table, where I continue to review everything that allegedly happened to Zara during her captivity. 

      I flip the papers over and stroke Vitti’s head. Zara’s younger than my son. She’s not bad looking, despite her thinness. She’s unreasonably short. How the fuck could someone hurt her like that? She’s helpless. Defenseless. She’s like Vitti… 

      Vitti barks again as I scratch behind her ears and she wags her tail excitedly. I kiss the top of her head when I hear someone clearing their throat. I glance up, expecting to see one of my staff, but it’s her. Zara. She’s still not talking, I see.

      “Good evening. You’re early.”

      She nods and sits across from me. I grin. The clothes look a little big on her, but they’re nice and she looks comfortable, less noticeably scared than when I picked her up. The blindfold was necessary for her safety. It’s best she doesn’t know where she is so that she can’t tell Eddie where to come find her. 

      “You can get closer, you know,” I offer Zara, suddenly conscious of how terrified a large man must make her, considering what she’s gone through. “I don’t bite.”

      She turns away from me and then moves her seat, choosing the one next to me. The smell of body wash and lotion on her skin is certainly an improvement to the filthy condition she arrived in. She smells nice, and she has her long hair in a loose braid down her back. The bones stick out on her back and I have the strangest urge to put my arm around her and warm her up. 

      Zara glances down at her plate. I uncover it for her, proudly displaying the spread I ordered from the chef — fried local fish, slices of warm bread, cheese, capers, olives, and a small glass of white wine. She’s 18, old enough to drink in Albania.

      Her wide brown eyes gaze up at me. She’s beautiful. I understand what my son sees in her. Doukas men love beauty and Zara, even underweight, exudes beauty. I’m finally turning into an old Italian uncle the way I want to watch her eat. A skinny little thing like that needs more cheese, bread and pasta. 

      Zara reaches for the food and this time, she shows no hesitation. My shoulders relax as she eats. I study her carefully as she takes her first few bites, conscious that she’s aware of my gaze. I have nothing to hide. I want to know everything about the young woman in my care. I don’t care what my brothers think. There’s nothing lascivious about a man helping a young woman. She’s younger than my son. I’m too old to allow myself to even think of her for… that. 

      She has a dark purple bruise healing beneath her eye. It’s difficult to see on her mahogany skin, but I can see where someone punched her in the face. Her nose has a tiny slant to it and there’s more bruising around the right side of her face. Someone might have broken her nose. The girl looks like she’s been through hell and her elbows stick out, making her look even younger. I think she’s nineteen. She looks sixteen from lack of food alone. I wonder if she can cook. It won’t matter. I’ll give her fresh bread and cheese daily, if that’s what it takes.

      “Don’t worry. I live here alone. I can handle silence.” I tell her, not expecting a response. “I’m used to having just Vitti for company.”

      My bolognese, Vittoria, jumps off my lap and wags her tail, rubbing on Zara’s legs. The girl doesn’t react. There are marks on her skin — all over her forearms and hands. She has a few healed cuts and then several slashes along her biceps. Her fingernails are all broken and her hands have cuts all over them. The tiny little thing fought back.

      She’s strong. I mustn’t let her size fool me. 

      “When you’re ready to talk, I want to ask you questions about my son.”

      Her hand shakes and then she steadies it, dropping her food from her fork and leaning back in her chair. Sensitive subject? Zara pushes the plate away. Fuck. Definitely a sensitive subject.

      “Keep eating. I did not mean to upset you.”

      Zara doesn’t eat another bite. She sits there, staring as if she isn’t in the room—as if I’m not in the room. She has a sweet, heart-shaped face like she belongs in a high school somewhere, not sitting at an old man’s dining table in the Albanian countryside. How did this girl end up here? She’s too young to be here, and she’s too young to have the life she has.

      How did she meet my son? What does she know about Eddie? How much will I have to pay to atone for my mistakes?

      “You do not have to talk,” I tell her. “But it’s your first night here. I want you to do something different. Horseback riding?” 

      Zara’s gaze turns toward me. She shakes her head. 

      “Swimming in the pool?” It’s far too cold to swim in the outdoor pools, but perhaps a hot tub would be nice. She shakes her head and I swear I see her wince in pain. 

      “What about shopping? Do women still love shopping?”

      She wrinkles her brows judgementally and then shakes her head.

      “Fine,” I tell her. “Perhaps tomorrow I can entertain you. I don’t know much about women and what they do these days.”

      We eat the rest of the meal in silence. After she finishes, I give Zara permission to leave. I want to talk to her more, but she doesn’t appear interested in talking. I walk her back to the bedroom, but she walks several steps ahead of me like she doesn’t want me to make another effort to speak with her. She might fear me, despite everything.

      Zara lingers at her doorway, looking at me with her hand on the door. Does she expect I’ll follow her in? Does she think there’s a price to pay for her accommodation here? My stomach sickens at the thought of what other men must have done with her to lower her expectations so greatly. 

      “Good night, Zara. I’ll lock your door from the outside, but you can leave whenever you wish. I only ask that you come to me before you leave. You’re here for your safety, and if you are obedient, you will be safe.”

      She nods again, and I let her shut the door. Let her control something in her life. Once she’s closed in her bedroom, I lock her in. I can’t have any disloyal guard or night time intruder threatening her safety. I won’t fail her. There won’t be a chance of anyone sneaking into my castle and laying their hands on her. 

      Once I retire to my bedroom, I call my brother. Giovanni won’t want to hear from me, but I don’t care. It’s time for me to own up to my past. Sitting in the silence with that girl drew something out of me. It wasn’t just the scent of lotion on her, making me dizzy and emotional. The quiet set me on the right and necessary path. 

      “What do you want?” Van answers when I call. I walk out onto my balcony overlooking the beautiful Albanian wilderness, nervous to hear my brother’s voice. I deserve so much worse for how I left them. I have to make up for my absence to my brothers one day at a time.. 

      “How did you know it was me?” 

      “Enzo warned me. So did papa.”

      “How are you?”

      “Don’t give me that shit, Matteo.”

      He thinks I took Zara to gain some advantage over them. I know how my people value family and to them, the girl is like family. Van’s wife loves her and I think even Lorenzo has a miserable sort of fondness for the girl. She was Eddie’s problem and now she’s mine. I need them to understand that. 

      “I’m not coming for your throne. I have my own. I belong here. I thrive here. But as a family, we’re stronger together. I want to help. I want to make up for leaving you to handle all this shit alone.”

      There’s a long pause on the other end of the line.

      “What do you want?”

      Is he asking what I want with Zara, or is he asking what I want out of life? 

      “I want my family.” 

      “Why? Why bother with us now?”

      “Eddie makes problems all over Europe. He’s my responsibility. I allowed things to get too far.”

      “I’m glad you understand that,” Van says. “We could have used your help a thousand times before now. Papa missed you. I missed you.”

      “I needed time alone. I needed time away from the life.”

      Van scoffs. “Too much fucking time.”

      He’s still young. Maybe when he’s my age he’ll understand, but I hope he never does. He has a wife and children on the way to secure his position as the head of the family. He has a bigger purpose than I did. He won’t ever kill for killing’s sake again because he has to be the anchor for us all. I don’t envy the position most of the time, but I envy the inherent purpose of becoming the boss of the Doukas family.

      “I’m getting old, Giovanni. It’s time for me to fix the holes I’ve put in our family.”

      I mean that. I want to help our family and repair wounds I’ve caused. I don’t think I can fix my son, even if it’s what my brothers want.

      “What about the hole in your son’s heart?” Van asks. “Whose responsibility is that? Because we’ve tried everything, Matteo. He’s yours. We can’t handle him anymore. We want to try, but he’s out of control. He has a hole in his heart the size of the ocean.” 

      There’s conspicuous silence between us. When I was a younger man, I can imagine all the horrible ways I would have overreacted to Van’s words. He’s right, naturally. The truth has a way of twisting itself into you like a knife. 

      “From what I’ve heard, my son doesn’t have a heart.”

      Giovanni sighs. “You have Zara safe, right?” 

      “Yes.”

      “Do you intend to return her once you’re finished with her?”

      What does he mean by ‘finished with her’? I don’t know what intentions they believe I have with the girl, but sex isn’t one of them. I’ve lived up here in the mountains alone for years. I’ve learned to go without. I don’t take pleasure in my monkish existence, but it’s the way I chose to live. 

      My brother doesn’t make any demands, even if he could. He’s the boss of our family, not me. It might be strange to adjust to but… his orders would be mine. I hope he sees that. I hope soon my brothers and my family stop fearing me.

      I’ve done some fucked up things, but I’ve had a lot of time to think out in the mountains. I’ve had a lot of time to become a better man. Five years can change you if you want it to.

      “No. I think I could use the company.”

      I don’t know why I’m testing him. I want him to come right out with his suspicions that the only reason I want the girl here is to hurt her. Does he really think I’m that sick? Does he think Eddie’s fucked up head comes from me?

      “What do you want with her, Matteo?” Van pushes. “Be honest. She’s been through hell and she’s like family to us. All of us.”

      “You don’t have to tell me what she’s been through,” I respond more gruffly than I intend. “I have her here and I can see good and well what the fuck she’s been through. No one will hurt her under my protection..”

      I feel protective of her, and protective when it comes to Giovanni’s questions. I raised my child for a good portion of his life. I can handle a girl that’s barely over eighteen.

      “What do you want with her?” Van presses.

      The next words out of my mouth are difficult to admit. I have a calling. I have a deep desire to heal the wounds that I’ve caused. I have to make up for the horrors I’ve inflicted on this world. I have to help an innocent, naive girl who got herself into more trouble than she knows what to do with.

      “I want to atone.”

      “That doesn’t entail fucking her,” Van replies bluntly. “So keep your hands away from her. She’s just a child.”

      I knew it. At least he has enough balls to be in his role as the boss.

      “You’re just as bad as Lorenzo.” 

      How the fuck will I ever adjust to taking orders from Giovanni? Everything he says makes me want to punch him the way I did during some of our youthful fights.

      “I’m worse than Lorenzo,” Van shoots back. “I know you love a beautiful woman, Matteo. I never had a girl earn more tips than Zara at Jalousie. Be careful. She’s young and she’s been through too much. You can’t break her. You can’t touch her. You can’t sleep with her.”

      “I won’t touch her, Giovanni. I want to atone. I want to find out what happened with my son. That’s all.”

      “Will you let her go when she’s ready?”

      How can he expect me to send her back out into the world knowing what the world has done to her? I don’t want that woman out of my sight for a second. If I didn’t worry about the state of her mind, I would have her chained to her bed to just to make sure she doesn’t run. But I have to promise Van something or he’ll never allow me to keep Zara here long enough to get information on my son.

      “When she’s ready,” I promise him. 

      “Excellent,” Van says, trusting my word when he ought to question it. “When will I see you?”

      “I’ll send men and I’ll come in a week or two for a quick visit. We can establish a more significant connection for the businesses between our countries.”

      Van chuckles. “You claim Albania as your own now?”

      “I own Albania. Everyone here fears me, Van. I can’t help it. I came here to escape the life, and I became the strongest motherfucker in the mountains. Even if I wanted out… it would be a nightmare to sell everything off and come home. There’s no opportunity on the coast.”

      “There wasn’t when you were young. With your money, you could open a hotel or a restaurant. Whatever you wanted.”

      “And leave this place to the wolves?”

      “Let the Albanians fuck up their own country. Maybe they’ll leave ours alone.”

      “They haven’t invaded,” I snort. 

      Van sighs. “You don’t know how bad things could get.”

      “You worry too much.”

      “You don’t worry enough.”

      “And that’s because I used to be like you,” I tell my younger brother, half-heartedly hoping to bestow some wisdom on him. “I used to be foolish enough to think I could worry about everything.”

      “You know what I think?” Van says.

      “Hm?”

      “You need to settle down.”

      I laugh, assuming it’s a joke, but Van’s silence tells me he’s serious.

      “Who the fuck would settle with a forty-year-old man who fathered a rapist and cares for a nineteen-year-old African American teenager? I’m not exactly appealing to women anymore.”

      “At least you still have your looks,” Van says wistfully.

      “Fuck off.” 

      Maybe he’s right, and it’s what I’ve been missing. A family. Out here in the mountains, it’s the one thing I miss. I had a family before I left Italy. Not just my brothers, but my son. A woman. I almost had everything…

      My brother and I end our tense phone call. I miss him. I feel guilty for leaving him behind without my advice. At one point, we were close. Those days feel so cruelly vanquished by time.

      I’m satisfied at his agreement to leave me with the girl. I head to bed late after exercising. If I don’t keep in shape, I want to drink. After what happened five years ago, I refused to touch another drop of alcohol. 

      I want to fall asleep quickly, but I can’t stop thinking about the girl and what happened to her. Men and their depravity ought not surprise me and I’ve worked tirelessly to stop the Dervishaj family from trafficking women. 

      It’s easy to ignore their dirty business when it doesn’t affect you, eh?

      But this girl is in my home and I see the pain on her face and fucking hell, it troubles me deeply. 

      I want to check on her multiple times throughout the night, but I content myself with a miserable night of sleep and awaken before sunrise, partially thanks to Vitti licking my fingers.

      “Vitti…” I groan. My dog lets out a mangled yelp while leaping off the bed and racing towards my bedroom door. Fuck, I won’t get out of this without feeding her. I follow Vitti to the door as she yaps and leaps for my hands.

      I grunt and thrust the door open. Vitti sprints off, but she doesn’t head towards the kitchen. She heads towards Zara’s room. What does this dog want? I follow her down the hall as she barks and wags her little tail. Ah, Vitti. Why do I like bratty little dogs?

      Vitti stands outside Zara’s door and lets out another yelp, wagging her tail. It’s early, isn’t it? Far too early to awaken Zara.

      “Vitti hush,” I murmur. “We can’t go in there.”

      Vitti yelps again and scratches against the door forcefully. I hear a strange noise from behind the door.

      “Zara?”

      There’s no response. I knock on the door again as Vitti’s barking intensifies. There’s still no response. Okay, now I worry. 

      “Zara?” I shout. No response again. I have to do something about this. I take the key from my pocket and unlock her door. There’s a lump in Zara’s bed, but I can’t make out her body. She must be a heavy sleeper.

      “Zara?” I call from the doorway in a voice that I hope is reasonably loud. The lump in the middle of the bed doesn’t move. I get no pleasure out of violating the girl’s privacy, but her continued silence prompts me to think there’s a problem. I cross the Turkish oriental rug on the stone floor and approach her bed. 

      Fuck… Zara’s curled up in the middle of the bed, but the bleached white sheets are all stained around her a shade of scarlet. She’s bleeding and her blood has soaked through nearly every sheet around her. My throat tightens. I touch her shoulder gingerly.

      “Zara… Zara… wake up…”

      She doesn’t move. I have to help her. She’s lightweight, so it’s easy to maneuver her body, although not particularly comfortable for me to hold on to the fragile girl. I don’t want her to wake up and think I’m doing something monstrous. I take her into my arms and hold her to my chest. She’s warm, still breathing, at least.

      The hot, metallic scent of blood rushes into my nostrils as I hold her against me and she feels so fucking light, like a little bird instead of a teenage girl. A woman. Technically, this small, fragile thing is a woman. I hurry to the doorway and carry her downstairs. There’s no point in calling the ambulance out here in the countryside.

      My best bet is driving her to my local doctor, two miles away from the house. I wrap her in my leather jacket and rest her body gently in the back of my SUV before I drive her to the one person who can help without too much extra involvement and without the risk of my visit leaking its way back to the Dervishaj family.

      She’s bleeding, unconscious, and I don’t know what the fuck is wrong.
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