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Prologue

	 

	Mona

	Three Years Ago

	 

	I can’t believe I’m here right now, in the middle of paradise. I’ve never been to Portugal, but it was always on my bucket list of destinations. I knew at some point I’d eventually get here, but I’ve been so focused on finishing my degree and graduating that it wasn’t high on my priority list.

	When my Uncle Sean called and told me he had a vacation booked here, I wasn’t shocked by it. He loves to travel as much as I do, and for the most part, he’s constantly on some kind of trip. He does a lot of it for work. You’d think he’d want to stay home for a little while after traveling so much, but he doesn’t. When he gets enough vacation time, he wants to jet off somewhere else, which is why he booked this week’s stay in Portugal. He originally planned to take his girlfriend with him, but they broke up.

	He told me that she wasn’t happy with how much he was working and that she felt like she wasn’t a priority in his life anymore. I think there are things he could’ve done to show her that he really, truly cared… but he didn’t. Instead, he invited me to go on this vacation with him so he wouldn’t have to go by himself. I’ve just finished taking finals for the last semester of classes before officially graduating, so he pitched it to me like it was a well-deserved vacation and that I needed a break.

	I’m not like a lot of young women my age. Most of them would major in one degree and then possibly go back for another. Not me, though. Instead, I’ve been busting my ass getting a bachelor’s degree in business studies and Russian at Trinity College. I figured picking up a second language would only make me more appealing to companies when I begin looking for my first big-wig job in the city. After all, how many people in Ireland are completely fluent in Russian? Not many, I’m sure.

	I don’t know if I’ve passed my finals, but I should know within the next week or so, right around the time we get back to Ireland.

	We’ve been staying in Lisbon, the country’s capital, but we’ve taken day trips up to the Praia de Marinha, which has some of the most beautiful beaches I’ve ever had the pleasure of visiting. It’s on the Atlantic coast of Caramujeria and is one of the biggest tourist attractions in Portugal. There was so much to do there, so the long trek from Lisbon was well worth it.

	We walked through the unique rock formations and explored some caves, and I even did some snorkeling. People can also go diving, but I didn’t have any equipment, and I also didn’t wish to pay a team on a boat. Some people even go deep-sea fishing or charter boats around the area to take them to unique spots around the beaches.

	We’re staying at the Lisbon Wine House, and it’s on my list of favorite hotels, for sure. My uncle managed to upgrade his room to a two-room suite, where we share a common area but still have our own separate spaces, which is lovely. So now I’ve just finished doing my hair, and I give myself one last once-over before I walk out into the common area.

	My uncle is sitting on the couch, eyes glued to his phone. “I thought you’d be running amuck somewhere in the city,” I say, momentarily pulling his attention away from his screen.

	For the most part, we’ve been together, although we’ve had some times where we go off and do our own thing. Since I know my uncle isn’t too keen on shopping, I haven’t forced him to come along with me once.

	“I thought about it, but I have a few things with work that are calling my attention.” My uncle looks up from his phone again and then rolls his eyes, showing his dissatisfaction.

	“They can never seem to give you a few days to yourself, can they?” For as long as I remember, my Uncle Sean has busted his ass for this global communications company. He’s worked there since I was a little girl. I have some memories of my father taking me into his corporate office, but I don’t remember too many details. I was so young that it was mainly a blur.

	Mmm, my father. It’s been so long since I’ve even thought about him. He passed away two years ago from small-cell lung cancer, which I guess was his punishment for smoking his entire life. He was only forty-two, and it was a huge blow. He was diagnosed six months before he passed away, and it spread through his body like wildfire. I tried to help him, but he kept telling me the only thing I could do was stay in school and focus on my future. If I had known he was as bad off as he was, I would’ve come home and been with him… but he didn’t want that.

	He lied to me for ages, making it seem like he was doing better, but he wasn’t. He was only giving me semblances of hope to hold on to when, in reality, my father never had a chance in the first place. Sure, there were new trials for that type of cancer, but most of the studies were happening in the United States.

	I struggled after his death because I felt so lied to. I was furious at him for keeping the truth from me, and for a time after his death, I hated him. I hated him, yet I loved him. Imagine that… the two emotions ripping me in half, conflicting with everything I ever thought. I didn’t realize it until later, but while I loved my father, I also hated him for what he did. Essentially, he lied to me and robbed me of my last few months with him.

	Uncle Sean told me that my father was trying to save me from seeing him near the end, from seeing the way the chemotherapy and radiation were tearing through his body. He tried taking my father’s side, but it didn’t work. My father hurt me, and even now, I still have some anger toward him.

	If I had known we were nearing the end of our time together, I would’ve spent more time with him. I at least deserved that, and now I have nothing. I have nothing except a few phone calls over the course of those six months. I didn’t even get to see him over Christmas because the flu had broken out at school, and he said he couldn’t see me. Basically, he couldn’t risk getting sick because of his compromised immune system.

	I believed him at the time, but now I don’t. I think he lied to me. I think he didn’t want me to see him so sickly.

	My uncle’s voice pulls me from my thoughts. “No, I’m afraid not. They don’t trust anyone else to handle things with our clients as carefully as I do.”

	“Ah, so you’re dealing with a big problem then today, huh?”

	“If they’re bothering me while we’re on holiday, it has to be a massive one.” Uncle Sean groans and then shakes his head.

	“Of course. Listen, I wanted to say how grateful I am for you inviting me on this trip. I really needed the break.”

	“There’s no need to thank me. You deserved this trip, Mona. You’ve been busting your arse off for years now. Truthfully, I’m glad you came. I’m constantly traveling by myself for work, and I didn’t want to be on my own again for this trip. So you did me a favor. I’m just glad you’ve enjoyed your time.”

	“I have, so much. It’s so hard to believe that we’re leaving in a couple of days, isn’t it?”

	He nods. “Yes, I don’t know if I’m ready to go back home.”

	“Me either, but I am ready to find out if I passed my finals.”

	My uncle looks right into my eyes. The look tells me, “You’ve got to be kidding me,” and then he shakes his head. “Mona, you’ve had an almost perfect grade point average since you were a wee little lass. I know for a fact that you’ve passed those exams. You’ve likely completed them with perfect scores, knowing you. Give yourself a break and calm your anxieties. I need to handle a couple of things for work, but what are your plans for the day?”

	“Well, I was going to check out some other shops in a part of the city I haven’t been to yet. What about you?”

	“I might be here for a couple more hours, but do you want to meet up for dinner? I heard about a hole in the wall from some locals, who say the food is divine.” Uncle Sean and I love good food, so I think this will be right up our alley.

	“I’m all for it. Do we want to meet up there in case work keeps you longer?”

	“Yeah, that sounds perfect. I even checked out the reviews on Yelp in case the locals were hyping it up. They’re all five-star.”

	“Okay, cool. Now I’m hungry.” My stomach rumbles.

	“Go on and grab some lunch. I’ll text you a bit later with the address, and we can settle on a time to meet up there.”

	“Perfect. I’ll see you later then,” I tell my uncle as I walk by him and plant a kiss on his forehead. He’s become much like a second father to me since my own passed away. He’s been much more protective and always makes it a point to call me at least three times a week to see how I’m doing. I really think Uncle Sean saw how much pain my father caused me with his death. He was really there to pick up the pieces, honestly. I don’t know if I could’ve gotten through it without him.

	For the next few hours, I keep myself busy and walk around Lisbon. Of all the cities I’ve been to, this one has to be one of the most beautiful. It’s the perfect blend of the old with the new. There are cobblestone streets mixed with hundred-year-old architecture, while modern amenities are in the buildings. I like that the people here haven’t taken down their city’s history and instead have embraced blending the two together.

	Everyone here has been so friendly, and even some of the locals strike up a conversation while I’m visiting the museums, walking through the beautiful parks, or even doing something as simple as grabbing a coffee.

	Eventually, a few hours pass by, and I text my uncle so we can meet for dinner. He texts me the address and says we’ll meet in an hour. I’m about a fifteen-minute walk away from the restaurant, so I take my time and check out some local shops. I end up staying in one for about twenty minutes, finding a couple beautiful dresses I can’t go home without. After I pay for my purchases and exit the shop, I head over to the restaurant and arrive a few minutes early. While I’m waiting, I put in an order for a glass of wine, and it’s brought over to me within a few minutes.

	“Here is your glass of wine, madame.” The waiter comes up and places it in front of me. I lift the glass and take a sip, then glance down at my phone. My uncle should have been here twenty minutes ago. I narrow my brows and pick up my phone, tap on his contact information, and press the call button.

	The ringing fills my ear, but after a few times, it goes straight to voicemail. Once his greeting plays, I leave him a message. “Hey. Not sure where you are, but I’m at the restaurant waiting on you. If you’re going to be late, let me know, or if work’s held you up, I can bring you back some dinner. Love you.” I end the call and take another sip of wine, but after ten minutes, my uncle still hasn’t shown up or called me back.

	The waiter comes over to me and asks if I’ve decided what I want to eat, so I rattle off a random dish and order another glass of wine. I’m now getting worried about my uncle. He has some heart problems that are genetic, so I start thinking the worst has happened. What if his work stressed him out so badly that he had a heart attack? He could be dead on the hotel room floor. My heart beats intensely in my chest, and I do my best to calm myself down, but I can’t help worrying. I suppose it’s only natural.

	While I’m waiting, I end up calling the hotel and letting them know my concerns, and they tell me they’ll have someone go check and see if he’s okay. So I try to breathe a little easier, and a few minutes later, my meal is brought out to me. I dig in and now understand the Yelp reviews are not bluffing by any means. The food here is divine, and I scarf my food down, finishing off my wine in the process.

	After a few minutes, I start to feel really tired, so I ask for my check and pay. Only, my waiter brings me out a soda, telling me I should sober up a bit before I leave. I’ve only had two glasses of wine, so I’m not drunk. I appreciate he’s brought me a soda, and I do find myself very thirsty, so I drain about half of it before I stand up. But I don’t stay up for long.

	I hit the ground like a ton of bricks and realize the massive error I’ve made here tonight.

	I ate dinner in a restaurant hidden away in an alley, in a foreign city, by myself… with no other customers in the restaurant.

	Two men—one of them is my waiter—come into view and begin speaking back and forth. As they talk, my vision becomes fuzzy until it eventually goes black.


Chapter One

	 

	Nazyr

	Present Day

	 

	The only peace I can find these days is from a bottle. I wish it wasn’t true, but it’s the only thing that calms my mind. It’s why I’m here, at some random bar in the middle of Grozny, sipping on my fourth cedar nut Nastoiki. It’s distilled by the owner of the club, and I was told I should give it a shot, quite literally. That’s how my first one went down, smooth as a shot.

	The bartender’s been selling me on trying the other flavors he has one day, but it won’t be tonight. I prefer to stick to the same kind of alcohol when I start drinking at night. If I don’t, I tend to be in the bathroom in the wee hours of the morning, regretting every decision I made from the night prior.

	Still, I’ll likely come back to this pub in a few days and try the raspberry, cherry, lemon, or even the horseradish flavor. Why they put something like horseradish in a drink, I have no idea, but it must be damn good if they sell it. Kind of like jalapeño tequila. It doesn’t sound appetizing, but after that first shot, you just want to feel the burn again and again.

	At this point, I’ve had the bartender pour me the cedar nut Nastoiki in a glass on the rocks, preferring to slowly enjoy the alcohol versus downing it all at once. Yes, I like to get to the point where I can’t remember how fucked up my life is, but I don’t try to get there in an hour. I usually like to make it a slow, progressive thing.

	Fuck, even thinking about it is pulling me back to what my sister, Eset, told me a few days ago. She said I’m using alcohol to numb my pain, to cast away the betrayal I’m feeling from our mother lying to us. I didn’t even argue with my little sister because she wasn’t wrong. If anything, she’s right on the money.

	My entire life, I thought I was someone completely different. I thought I was Anzor’s child, who I always believed was my brothers’ stepfather. It turns out that part is true, but I was never Anzor’s son, and Eset was never his daughter. Little did we know the man who raised us—the same man who betrayed who I once believed were my half-brothers—wasn’t related to us at all. Instead, we faced a different sort of truth.

	We discovered our mother had fertility problems when she was conceiving my brothers and had gone to a fertility clinic out of the country with her former husband, who was killed many years ago. They must have done a few rounds of IVF and had embryos on ice. My mother became pregnant when she was with Anzor, and he thought he was the father. But he wasn’t. My real father is the man Anzor is responsible for killing. My sister isn’t Anzor’s child either. No, my sister and I share a birth father with Ruslan and Lom.

	Anzor wasn’t a good man by any means. He was fueled by his quest for power and greedier than any man I know. He would bite the hand that fed him, so to speak… but he was still the man who raised me. He was still the man who helped me shape who I am today… and that’s a hard pill to swallow.

	That’s why I drink every night because I don’t know who I am anymore.

	I mean, I do know: I’m Nazyr Umarova.

	At first, the changing of my surname was only meant to show unification between my supposed half-brothers, me, and my sister… but now it doesn’t have the same meaning whatsoever. Now it’s real. I am Nazyr Umarova, and facing that reality has been difficult. I feel robbed of the right to even know who my biological father was as a man. At least Ruslan and Lom have some memories of him, but Eset and I were never given the pleasure of meeting him. He was already dead by the time we were born.

	There are times when I wonder if my mother would’ve even had Eset or me if he hadn’t died, and as much as I’ve thought about it, I can’t figure it out. Maybe she would’ve. Or maybe we were just more pawns in her constant life game of chess. We know she didn’t have us because she wanted more children. She had us to keep herself relevant and safe.

	Anzor might not have known his “children” were of Umarova blood, but our mother sure did, and she had to have done it to keep her own hide safe. She knows how valuable the Umarova family is here in Grozny, and it’s the only reason I can see why she did it. She wanted to keep herself safe for as long as possible. You’d think she’d eventually fear Anzor discovering the truth, but he never did. Even up to the hour of his death, he didn’t have the slightest thought she would’ve done something like this to him.

	“Care for another?” the bartender asks me, and I realize I’ve finished my drink.

	“Sure, that would be great,” I reply, and he takes my empty glass and then goes over to prepare me a new one.

	“Is this seat taken?” a woman with a voice as smooth as butter asks, and I turn to my left. She’s not anything special. She’s your average Chechen woman, but she’ll do. I’m willing to do anything to numb my pain, even if it means burying myself between her thighs later.

	“No, it isn’t,” I state, and she smiles brightly while she slides onto the seat.

	The bartender comes over, places my drink in front of me, and then looks at the woman. “What can I get you, miss?”

	“Raspberry Nastoiki on the rocks, please.” The bartender nods at her, and then she looks over at me. “What’s your poison tonight?”

	“The cedar nut Nastoiki.”

	“Mmm, I haven’t tried that one. Is it any good?”

	“I like it. Care for a sip?” I offer her my drink, and she shoots a cautious gaze at me. “I promise I haven’t slipped anything in it. I haven’t even taken a sip of that one yet. It’s freshly made,” I explain, and she takes the drink from my hand, her delicate fingertips brushing against mine. I can tell she’s the kind of woman who takes care of herself. She probably spends an hour in front of the mirror applying every sort of serum and cream under the sun to keep her skin looking glowing and fresh.

	She takes a sip of the drink and licks her lips slowly. “It’s not bad, but it isn’t my cup of tea. I think I’ll stick to the fruity options. Thank you for letting me try it… I don’t believe I’ve caught your name.”

	“Nazyr, and yours?”

	“Madina.”

	“It’s lovely to meet you, Madina,” I say as the bartender places her drink on a napkin in front of her.

	She smiles, the same bright way she was a few minutes ago, and takes a sip of her drink. “Ah, that is perfect and just what I needed after my day.”

	“It was a rough one, I presume?”

	“It’s always a rough one if I’m at a bar at seven on a weekday, Nazyr. It must be for you as well, from the looks of it.” Madina rakes her eyes up and down my body, focusing on my face. It’s like she’s analyzing me, trying to figure me the fuck out.

	“I haven’t had a light day in a while.”

	“I see. I could say the same. Things have been quite stressful for me lately.” Madina takes another sip of her drink and is quiet for a moment, but then speaks up. “How about we go relieve some of our stress together tonight?”

	I’m not an idiot. I catch exactly what she’s throwing my way. “That sounds perfect.”

	Madina and I finish our drinks, and then I take her hand and lead her to one of the club’s restrooms. It’s tucked away in the back, making it the perfect location. Not many people come to this one, so I pull her inside and lock the door behind us.

	She snakes her hands around my waist and then quickly changes her mind, sliding them up my body. She pulls my neck forward and then kisses me hard. I kiss her back, knowing all too well this fuck is going to be a good old dirty one. It’s exactly what I need, but as soon as she begins pawing at my belt, my phone starts to ring.

	I want to ignore it and keep going, but I don’t get the luxury of doing that. It’s not like many people call me in the first place, and there’s a high possibility it could be one of my brothers.

	I tear my lips away from Madina, who arches her brows in an annoyed manner. Sure enough, as soon as I see the caller ID, I know I have to answer. “I’m sorry, I have to get this,” I explain, tapping on the green button to accept the call.

	“Hey, what’s going on?”

	“I need you to come by my house as soon as possible. It’s urgent, Nazyr, so get your ass over here as soon as possible. No pussyfooting around tonight.”

	“Can I get there in twenty?” I ask him, looking at Madina. After another drink, she looks pretty damn good, but it isn’t like she’s ugly by any means. I just prefer my women to look a bit different than any other woman in Grozny.

	“I need you here in five, Nazyr,” Ruslan grumbles and hangs up the phone.

	I slide my cell into my back pocket and sigh. “I have to go. I’m sorry for doing this to you,” I explain to Madina, who smirks.

	“It’s the nature of our businesses, being called away at a moment’s notice, Nazyr Umarova.”

	As Madina says my name, I narrow my eyes at her, realizing I recognize her. This is Madina Saritov, who I went to school with when I was a child. She was pulled out after our fifth year and taken to a special school in Russia. However, after I grew up, I discovered who the Saritov family was—Russia and Chechnya’s most notorious assassins.

	“Holy shit, it’s been ages.”

	“And then some, but it was nice to see you tonight. Maybe we can do this again… if you’re lucky.” Madina smirks and winks at me before going to the door, unlocking it, and walking away.

	I’m a little shocked, but I know I need to get over to Ruslan’s place, so I rush over there. Luckily, I’m right around the corner from his condominium complex, so I head right into the lobby and take the elevator up.

	Danill, Ruslan’s right-hand man, lets me into their home, and I walk through the place, heading straight for Ruslan’s office since it’s where he’s bound to be.

	Sure enough, he’s sitting behind the desk, staring at something on his laptop. I walk inside and shut his office door behind me, then take a seat across from him. “What’s so urgent that it couldn’t have waited twenty minutes?”

	Ruslan peers up at me and inhales slowly. “Have you been drinking again? Fuck, Nazyr.” He shakes his head in disapproval, but I’m sure if his entire life was a fucking lie, he’d be looking for an outlet too. “Duarte Oliveria wants a meeting with us.”

	“Oliveria, as in the Portuguese mob?”

	Ruslan nods. “Yes.”

	“Why now? He’s shown no interest in working with our family ever.”

	“I know, which is why I want to accept the invitation. I’m seeking the same answers you are. I know we have things he needs, but what does he need? You know what I’m saying? I know a few things about Duarte’s dealings in the past.”

	“Like?”

	“He refused to work with Anzor when Anzor approached him, so he shows some sort of allegiance to us. I don’t know why, so I want you to find that out for me.”

	“Could it be because he wanted to work with us from the start and wouldn’t risk working with Anzor if it meant losing the connection with us once you gained power back?”

	Ruslan nods. “It might be, but I won’t know until you meet with him.”

	“Me?” Why the fuck isn’t he going to meet with Duarte? I’ve never been sent out alone to complete a task like this at all. I know I can handle it, but this is quite the leap.

	“Yes, you. Lom has taken a lot of control over the family business, and Eset handles quite a bit too. It’s time for you to step up as well, Nazyr. It’s your birthright.”

	Ever since we discovered that Eset and I weren’t Anzor’s children, I think things have changed. “Okay. I’ll go. When am I leaving?”

	“In a couple of days,” Ruslan tells me, and I nod. “That’s what I needed you here for, so you’re free to go.”

	He’s got to be fucking with me right now. We might have had a ten-minute conversation together, and he told me he couldn’t wait twenty minutes? Fuck, I could’ve had a really good lay in that bathroom with Madina.

	Whatever, I guess there’s nothing I can do about it now.

	I rise from my seat and then leave the office. As I’m heading out, my brother’s wife, Amelia, comes into view. “Hey, Nazyr.”

	“Hey there, Amelia.”

	Amelia comes a few steps closer and inhales slowly, then her features fall a bit. “You’ve been drinking tonight again, haven’t you?”

	“I already got a lecture from my brother. I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I don’t need one from you too. I’m stressed out, Amelia, and the alcohol makes it a bit easier to deal with my stress sometimes.”

	Ruslan didn’t give me a lecture, but he didn’t have to. I could see the disappointment crossing his face the same way I could see it on hers.

	“Okay, well, we’re just a bit worried about you. I know what you and Eset found out was huge, so I’m just trying to let you know we’re here for you if you need us.”

	I smile at my sister-in-law, grateful for how supportive she’s being, but I’m okay. I’m dealing with this in my own way, and I know I’ll get through it. Things are just a bit rough right now since everything is so fresh.


Chapter Two

	 

	Mona

	 

	It’s been three long years since I was brought here after that fateful night. We’re in the second week of March… and in May, it will mark my third anniversary of being a slave to Duarte Oliveria—if I can even call it an anniversary in the first place. I suppose slave is even a nice term for what I am, but I don’t know what else I should call myself.

	I’ve been here for a few days since I was drugged in that restaurant. Hell, I was drugged when I woke up here. The last thing I remember after being in that restaurant was being locked in a small room. I remember the floors were so cold, but it was dark, so I couldn’t see what I was sitting on. I can only assume they were cement, or some sort of stone, because what else is that cold?

	After I was there, a man came inside the room and choked me to near unconsciousness. I thought I was being killed and fought like hell, but the moment I felt a needle in my neck, I knew I wasn’t dying. When I woke up in the room I’m in now, I was confused. The room was the exact opposite of the place I had been in. It was big and well-lit, and there were four large windows. I remember the way the sun beamed in through the windows that day. It made my heart so happy. I thought I might get out of the situation I was in, but I was so very wrong.

	I was so wrong it wasn’t even funny.

	I ended up meeting Duarte, and everything went downhill from there. I was made to understand the severity of my reality—that I belonged to him. I was no longer a person with rights. I was a thing. An item. A possession.

	So now, I’m sitting on the small white chair in my bedroom. There are two decorative pillows on it, in a sky blue color. One is a solid color, while the other is a mixture of white with the same shade of blue in a floral pattern.

	My duvet and throw pillows all match this chair. It’s been this way for years. Since I’ve been here, actually. I don’t know if this was a guest room for Duarte’s friends when they came to visit or if he prepped this room for whoever would be his newest toy. Something in the back of my mind tells me that if it wasn’t me, it would have been someone else.

	My headboard is made up of gold, and when I say gold, I mean literal gold. There are two side tables made of hundred-year-old wood, which Duarte has told me has been with his family for many, many years. Overall, this room is beautiful, but it doesn’t make me feel better. In actuality, the beauty of this room only makes the magnitude of being here even darker.

	In my years here, I’ve come to understand who Duarte is as a man. He’s the head of the Portuguese mafia and the eldest member of the Oliveria family. He is vile and treats me with cruelty whenever he deems it necessary. When I first came here, he wasn’t so bad. He made it seem like he was going to make sure this wasn’t hell for me, and that’s exactly what he said. But I quickly found out he was lying when he raped me for the first time.

	I tried to fight him, but he only beat me until I submitted to him. I know a lot of people in my position would have run for the hills. They would’ve been methodical and tried to get out of here as soon as possible, but I knew it wouldn’t be so easy. As a mafia leader, Duarte has people everywhere, all of the time. Running would’ve only ensured one thing—my death.

	However, running is not ever an option now because I don’t have the luxury of simply thinking about myself. Duarte has raped me time and time again, and out of all those times, I ended up giving birth to two little girls. Vanina, who is turning three this year, and Ira, who will be turning two very soon.

	I’m lucky enough to see my daughters every day and spend a lot of time with them, but any time I upset Duarte, he takes that right away from me. He’ll keep them away from me for a week, so I learn to do as I’m told. I’ll stay here for the rest of my life if it means keeping my little girls safe.

	In some ways, I guess I should be thankful. I’m sure there are other women in my position who are forced to live in cages for the rest of their lives, but it’s hard to be thankful for being a human slave. A breeder. A toy.

	If anything, I’m angry. I’m furious.

	I can’t leave this place, and while I live in a lavish multi-million-dollar mansion, all I want is my freedom. Sure, I don’t have some of the worries that ordinary people have, but I also don’t have the same freedoms either.

	I often think back to that horrible night years ago. I wonder why my uncle never showed up at the restaurant. I still worry he could’ve had a heart attack in the hotel room, but it’s not like I’ll ever find out. What I regret the most is that I stayed at that restaurant when he didn’t answer. I still ate and drank what they served me. What I should’ve done was leave and go back to the hotel, but I didn’t. So here I am.

	I think if my uncle was alive, he would have done anything to come and find me. Which truly leads me to believe that he’s more than likely dead. Whether it was a heart attack or one of Duarte’s men who killed him… I know in my heart my uncle is no longer with me. He’s gone, and there isn’t anyone else who might ever come looking for me or even try to save me, which is why I have been here for this damn long.

	I rise from my chair and walk over to one of the windows, opting to push it open since it seems to be a beautiful day out. Iron bars on the other side of the window are yet another precaution to keep me trapped in this forsaken place. However, like I said… even if I had the option, I wouldn’t leave my children here. I’d take them with me, but I doubt I would get very far. Duarte has connections everywhere, and I’m certain one of them would notify Duarte about my whereabouts. I just have to be okay with staying here for the rest of my life and pray he doesn’t grow bored of me one day.

	I glance over at the door, centering my gaze on the area where I should have a doorknob, but I don’t. There’s just a metal plate over that area. On the other side
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