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      REA

      My life is over.

      Almost as if the sky understands what’s happening, the black clouds above swirl and release a menacing rumble that shakes the car and rattles the very fiber of my being.

      The moment we stop moving and Father opens the door, it's just fucking over.

      All of it.

      My hopes. My dreams. My freedom. Gone in the snap of his fingers and without a second thought.

      If I believed, for one damn second, that I had any chance of succeeding, I would grab for the gun Father keeps at his hip and use it to end my inevitable suffering before it starts, before he turns me over to that man.

      That monster.

      My future husband.

      But Father’s watching me too closely for that. He knows me too well. Knows I'll do anything to escape this. Knows I'll fight.

      Which is precisely why the bastard made sure I can't resist. His threat was clear. It isn't just the family business at stake. It's Mother's life, too.

      He's cruel enough to terrorize her to get me to comply. He has no qualms about using me as a pawn in this sinister game. He doesn't give one fuck if I’m beaten or raped, or anything else happens to me, as long as he gets what he wants.

      How can he call himself my father?

      This isn’t the man I remember as a child. That man was aloof and not around much, but he was never cruel to me. Maybe he was to others behind closed doors. I’m sure he was…now that I know who he is. But he always hid it, hid what he did, from me. Kept me insulated from the violence and deceptions that are part of his world.

      Until he needed something only I could provide…

      And now, there’s no more time to consider what my future looks like. The tires squeal as the car turns the final corner, and we pull up in front of the looming house. The red brick and perfect black shutters look inconspicuous enough, but I know what hides inside. I know the terror that lurks within.

      At least, I think I do.

      Tarek Morina is ruthless. Cold. The type of killer you never want to cross, and now, he'll be my husband. The man who holds Philadelphia in his sinister hands will have mine in marriage—no matter how much I don’t want it. No one fights back against the Albanian mob. Not if they want to survive.

      Maybe I don’t want to…

      Not if it means this kind of life.

      Father glances over from his seat next to me in the back of the car and places his hand over mine on my leg. “It will be okay, Rea.”

      I jerk my hand out from under his, swipe away the tears, and glare at him. If he’s going to make me do this, I’m not going along with it without him knowing exactly what he’s doing to me. He will see and know my pain. “How can you say that? How can you say that, knowing what you're sending me into?”

      His face doesn't soften for even a second. The hard, craggy lines created by years of smoking and stress deepen, but only because he's angry at me for even voicing it. Not because he feels bad for what he's done.

      “I've said it a hundred times, Rea, and this is the last time. You will go. You will walk up those steps. You will kiss your fiancé. You will do whatever the fuck he asks of you. You will be a good wife. You will give him children and whatever else he wants. You will make him happy at any cost. Because if you don't, we will all suffer the consequences.” He leans closer, like it will make his words hit home harder. “I need this alliance with Tarek. I need the Morinas to secure our foothold and the future of the family. There are threats on every side now, and we need this. Do you understand me?”

      “No.” I shake my head, fighting back the sob that threatens to climb up my throat. It won’t do any good, anyway. “I don't understand how you can call yourself a father when you're doing this to me—”

      The car door next to me opens, and I jerk away and glance out it to find my worst nightmare staring down at me.

      Tarek’s hard amber eyes that almost darken to a black as he looks down at me match the ones I saw in the photographs of him, only they’re even more soulless in real life. The corners of his mouth twist into a grin that sends a shiver down my spine unlike anything I've ever felt before—one that goes deep into my soul, into the very core of me.

      I’ll never survive this.

      “Rea…” He holds out a hand for me, but it isn’t a gentlemanly offer. It’s more of a command.

      I shrink away from him, but Father nudges me forward.

      It’s time.

      I can’t run from this.

      I can’t hide.

      This is the end.

      I reluctantly place my shaking hand in Tarek’s, and he squeezes and pulls me roughly from the car, jerking me onto my feet on the wet pavement. The light rain falling chills my exposed skin in the lowcut, sleeveless dress Father insisted I wear, goosebumps spreading like wildfire. I stumble into Tarek’s arms, and he wraps one around my waist and takes my chin in his hand, squeezing until it's almost painful.

      “Your father was right. You are quite stunning. Like a little porcelain doll.” He leans in and brushes his lips to my ear. “I can't wait to fucking break you.”

      I choke back a sob and push against his hard chest, trying to get away from him, but he only tightens his grip on my chin until his fingers dig into the sensitive flesh there.

      “The more you fight me, the more I'll like it.”

      Tears well in my eyes, and this time, I can't brush them away. With my hands pinned between us, I’m completely at his mercy. Exactly how he wants it.

      “Goodbye, Rea.” Father's voice from behind makes me freeze.

      Tarek drags his attention away from me and over my shoulder to look at him. “It's been a pleasure doing business with you.”

      “I look forward to working with you and the Morina fis.”

      My future husband inclines his head toward Father, and the car door slams behind me, sealing my fate.

      A flash of movement behind Tarek draws my focus that way. Another set of hard eyes meet mine, on a face identical to my new fiancé’s. Only, these are different. Not the endless sea of nothingness from a man with no soul.

      These hold something in their depths, so deep you might miss it if you’re not searching for it. A hint of humanity. A flicker of regret. Maybe compassion.

      Though none of that could come from the man who must be Tarek’s brother. I must be hallucinating. Just wishful thinking from a mind flooded with fear and searching for anything to hold on to.

      The man offers me a tight, grim smile, almost like he knows what Tarek has planned for me. There’s no way he couldn’t.

      We hold each other’s gazes for a moment, and his eyes lighten with an almost golden hue before thunder rumbles overhead and straight through my body. It seems to shatter whatever moment passed between us, and he turns abruptly, walks to the car, pops the trunk, and grabs my bags, his tattoo-covered biceps bulging as he easily lifts them.

      Tarek forces my attention back to him with his harsh grip. “Your old life is gone now. Your family. Your friends. All of it. You are mine. Do you understand me?”

      My body shakes violently, a bone-deep chill that has nothing to do with the weather settling in.

      He tightens his hold on my chin and jerks my head forward until his lips nearly brush mine, and I almost gag at the thought of him kissing me. “Answer me. Do. You. Understand?”

      I incline my head a fraction of an inch, all that his hold will allow. “Ye-yes.”

      “Good.”

      He releases my chin but keeps his arm wrapped around me, then turns and guides me toward the house.

      The other man waits at the top of the steps, just in front of the door of my new home, my bags in his hands, his strong, angular jaw set and locked. His shrewd gaze assesses every movement Tarek and I make, like he’s analyzing each step to find the purpose behind it.

      We reach the top, stepping onto the concrete porch, and Tarek motions toward him.

      “This is Konstandin, my brother, my kryetar, and the person I trust most. He's in charge of security, and he will ensure no one can get to you except me.” Tarek turns his head my way, that harsh gaze boring into me, almost daring me to question him or beg to leave. “And that you can't get the fuck out.”

      He waves up at the house almost absently, like he isn’t pointing out the place that is to be my jail cell or that Konstandin isn’t my new warden.

      “This is your new life, Rea. Learn to accept it.” Tarek leans in, his lips brushing my ear again. “Because while I like a fight, I'm only going to put up with so much. Do you understand me?”

      I give him a sharp nod, and the world spirals around me, my vision going dark around the edges as the reality of my situation fully takes hold.

      I was right.

      My life is fucking over.

      I should have reached for Father’s gun.
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        Two Weeks After Arrival

      

      

      REA

      No amount of scalding-hot water pelting my body will wash away the filth on my flesh everywhere that man touched me or this sense of nothingness that has overtaken every fiber of my being.

      I scrub at my already red, raw skin, harder and harder, trying to scrape away the remnants of him that are now permanently seared into me. All it does is create more soapy suds that rinse off immediately and trickle down the drain in the shower, but it can’t remove any of what I’m trying desperately to rid myself of.

      Maybe nothing will.

      Despite the steam and heat in the bathroom, I can’t stop shaking, can’t stop feeling like a bucket of ice-cold water has been thrown over me, seeping deep into me, robbing me of any warmth.

      It’s the same way I felt for the last few weeks every time Tarek was in the same room, even knowing he’s in the house. That man certainly lives up to his reputation. He has no qualms about taking what he believes is rightfully his—mainly me. He isn’t deterred in the least by the fact that I want nothing to do with him, that I just want to go home.

      But that isn’t an option.

      My fate was sealed the day Father took Tarek’s money and made the alliance with him. One I don’t understand. My entire life comes down to two men deciding their futures and using me like chattel in the business deal.

      It doesn't matter what I want. Doesn't matter that we aren't even legally married yet. Father sold me to him—plain and simple—and now, I'm paying for it.

      With my body and my sanity.

      I shut off the water and step out of the shower, wrapping myself in the soft, luxuriousness of a plush towel, but even it can't help rid me of this chill. Nor can this beautiful room in this beautiful house, meant for comfort, meant to show off, meant to put its residents at ease, when it’s really nothing more than a beautiful prison. A gilded cage in which to keep a bird Tarek doesn’t want to fly away.

      “This is Konstandin, my brother and the person I trust most. He's in charge of security, and he will ensure no one can get to you except me…and that you can't get the fuck out.”

      Yet the man who looks exactly like my tormentor has essentially disappeared since the day I arrived, handed off that responsibility to others. One of those lackeys is undoubtedly standing outside the bedroom door I now stare at, guarding the long hallway to nowhere that I can’t even walk down without an escort. And even then, only to forced, awkward dinners sitting across the long table from the man determined to break me.

      It’s my only escape from this room. That and my sleep…

      Though that isn’t even safe.

      I slowly lower myself to the bed and take a deep inhale. The last thing I need right now is to be reliving the nightmares that come more frequently than the good dreams, the ones that bear Tarek’s face, his voice, his smell. The ones that encompass even my waking hours.

      This is my new reality, and I have to learn to accept it. Because I'm not going anywhere. Tarek and Konstandin make sure of that even when they aren’t here personally to tighten the noose around my neck.

      At least I have a temporary break with the madman away on business for a few days. Hearing him say those words, telling me he would be gone for a while, sent a flood of relief through me unlike anything I’ve ever felt. The moment he left this room, I fled to the only safe space where I could try to wash away the memories.

      Fruitless effort.

      I muster up enough energy to rise from the bed and dress in the clothes Tarek filled the closet and drawers with, clothes he wants me to wear, ones he wants to see me in. Because other than Tarek and Konstandin’s men, no one else ever lays eyes on me.

      We aren't even married yet, and Tarek has already demonstrated his true colors. He has since the second I arrived. He doesn’t want a wife; he wants a slave. He wants someone who will be at his beck and call. Someone who will do as they’re told. Someone who will fulfill his needs without complaint.

      And I can’t complain. I can’t. Not when Mother’s safety is on the line.

      How am I supposed to live like this? Forever the center of a madman's whims.

      A tear slides down my cheek, but I brush it away as I approach the door.

      Don't let them see you cry. Don't let them know you might break, that you're so damn close to it.

      Even though he's gone, Tarek’s men will keep him updated, feed him information on my every move. I don’t have a single doubt in my mind about that. Anything they see, he knows. And I won't give them anything to report. Won’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me weak.

      I pause with my hand on the doorknob, suck in a deep, steadying breath, then twist it open. A new guard stands just outside in the hallway, gun visible at his hip, a very real reminder of why I can’t run even if there weren’t others in danger.

      He turns toward me and opens his mouth to say something, then quickly snaps it closed when he sees me, almost as if he's struggling to find words. Finally, he clears his throat.

      “Do you need something, ma'am? Your fiancé has already left.”

      My fiancé…

      The word makes my stomach turn even more than it already was.

      “I'm not feeling very well. Could I trouble the kitchen for some toast?”

      I haven't had any appetite in weeks, mostly pushing my food around the plate while I avoid making eye contact with my captor. But now, the acid eats away at my stomach so badly that it feels like I'm being consumed alive from the inside out.

      The man offers me a hard smile that isn’t unkind. “I'm sure we can figure something out.”

      He inclines his head down the hall toward the central stairwell.

      I raise a brow at him. “I can go myself?”

      Maybe with Tarek gone, I’ll have more freedom here to explore the house and grounds—the beautiful gardens outside my bedroom window.

      He smirks, almost amused. “I'll be with you the entire time, and we’re just going to the kitchen.”

      Of course, he will.

      No one's going to leave me unattended, especially not with Tarek gone, likely off ruining someone else’s life. Maybe even back home in Vlorë with Father, doing whatever it is that was so important that it required me to come here.

      But it does beg the question…

      Where is Konstandin?

      Tarek said he would always be here, always be watching. Yet, I haven’t seen him since he set my bags in this room and walked out without a glance back at me.

      What is important enough to draw him away from what he's supposed to be doing?

      Watching me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      KONSTANDIN

      I thrust the screwdriver into the man's thigh and twist it, burying the sharp instrument even deeper into his flesh and muscle, drawing out the pain as much as I can to ensure my point comes across crystal clear.

      A scream rips from his lips and echoes throughout the warehouse, but none of his buddies will be coming to save him.

      Doubt they would even if they weren’t in their current state.

      I glance around at my handiwork.

      Blood pools under the bodies littering the dirty concrete. An hour after their deaths, the blood hasn’t fully congealed yet. But without their hearts pumping to keep it flowing and warm, it will soon. It creates a ghastly mosaic—almost beautiful in a deadly, fucked-up sort of way.

      Just how I like it.

      My own unique, macabre art, spread out on another type of canvas, a poignant display of what happens when you cross the Morinas.

      I yank the screwdriver from the man's thigh, blood flowing freely from the wound, and he sags forward against the restraints holding him to the chair, tightening around his already-abraded wrists and ankles. If not for those, he'd be flat on his face on the floor, unable to keep himself upright after the way I've already worked him over. And we're nowhere close to being done yet.

      He deserves so much more…and so does the man he works for.

      After weeks of digging, traveling, and hunting, I finally have my hands on someone who might actually be able to give me what I need to protect our fis and our territory.

      I motion with the bloody instrument over my shoulder toward his friends. “Do you know why I killed them and not you?”

      The man groans and slowly lifts his head, a trickle of blood pouring out of his mouth. “Because you're every bit the sadistic fuck everyone says you are.”

      I bark out a laugh and pat him on the back of the head. “Cute, and yes, I am. But there's another reason you're still breathing while your friends are not.”

      Examining the screwdriver under the harsh overhead florescent lights, the blood shimmers. I’ve never felt more at ease than with an enemy’s blood on my hands, and even though lately, Tarek’s behavior has added unusual stress, a grin still draws across my lips at the familiar sight.

      I point it at the man I’ve chosen for this auspicious role. “Not necessarily my weapon of choice, but I'm always ready to use whatever's within reach.” I squat in front of him and roll the handle of the Phillips-head between my palms. “I chose you because you seemed smart. You seemed like the one who would understand the situation and be most willing to do what needs to be done to save your own life.”

      The man releases a snort-laugh that makes him wince—no doubt the broken ribs I've already given him a harsh reminder not to do that again. “You're not going to let me live.”

      I let a cold grin spread across my face. “See”—I tap the side of the screwdriver against his head—“smart.” Pushing to my feet, I step back, twirling the make-shift weapon in my fingers. “You're right. I won't. I can't after what you and your boss have done, but what I can do is offer you a release from this agony, or”—I spread out my hands—“I can search the warehouse for other fun things we can play with because the screwdriver just isn't cutting it.”

      In one swift motion, I jab into his opposite thigh. He jerks and cries out a second time, a litany of curses falling from his lips.

      “What is it you had hoped to achieve here?” I motion behind me to the pile of crates. “Did you think we wouldn't find out what you were doing? That we wouldn't ensure that it stopped? Did you think the Morinas would just let you walk all over us and wave happily from the sidelines, wishing you luck in your endeavors?”

      The man coughs up blood and spits it to the side. “Of course not.” He locks hard black eyes with mine. “But we thought we were ready for you and could stand against anything Tarek could throw at us.”

      I grin at him and raise my eyebrows. “Bit of miscalculation on your part, isn't it?”

      Chuckling, I wander back through the bodies on the floor. “One, two, three, four, five, six, seven men guarding one warehouse, and I managed to take out all of them and get you in this position without even breaking a sweat. Giant miscalculation on your part, so I think it's time for you to tell me what I need to know.” I spin back to face him. “Unless you want to keep playing. “Which”—I twirl the screwdriver in my hand again—“I'm more than happy to do.”

      It gives me a much-needed break from being in that house, the dark cloud that always seems to hover over it, the one that has only gotten heavier over the years and especially over the last few months.

      The information about what the Gashis were doing in our territory that brought me here tonight couldn’t have come in at a better time for my sanity. Getting my hands dirty helps keep my mind from wandering to what’s been happening.

      Tarek’s increasing brutality and secrecy, including what’s going on with his mysterious new bride-to-be.

      Even the blood on my hands and the two weeks that have passed doing Tarek’s dirty work can’t shake the surprise of him announcing she was coming or his refusal to explain why. Nor can I forget that look in her green eyes, the almost fear when he leaned in and whispered to her while her red hair darkened in the rain. Another woman throwing herself at Tarek, perhaps underestimating what he’s capable of.

      But something is going on between her father and Tarek, something he doesn’t want me to know, and his keeping me in the dark makes my job even harder. This type of work usually gives me exactly the outlet I need. A way to work out the anger and frustration, to use my skill set to ensure this family remains on top, but that’s getting harder and harder.

      Still, it’s what I have to do because it’s my job. It’s my role as his kryetar and as his brother.

      I wander over to the workbench at the side of the warehouse where I originally found the screwdriver and examine the haphazard contents strewn across it. “Look here…” I grab a pair of bolt cutters and hold them up. “This—this is one of my absolute favorite toys. You would be amazed at what you can cut off with one of these things.”

      My victim’s face pales even more, the blood still remaining in his body draining away as my words register. “I can't tell you because I don't know.”

      “I don't believe that. Saban trusts you more than he trusts anyone else. You’re an integral piece of the Gashi organization. Don't tell me he wouldn't keep you in the loop about when his next shipment is coming in or inform you who his supplier is.”

      The man snarls at me, the remaining energy he has only coming from the adrenaline coursing through his veins, struggling desperately to keep him alive. “All I know is what happens here at the warehouse. The inventory comes in and I send it out when I'm supposed to. That's it. Anything else is above my paygrade.”

      “Again, I'm in a position where I don't believe you.” I make my way back over to him slowly, opening and closing the bolt cutters. “Which means…we’ve come to an impasse.”

      I shrug slightly and stop in front of him.

      “That's okay because I always get what I want eventually. No matter how hard it might be. Or how painful for anyone else…”

      I’ll get my answers from him, and I’ll get my answers about what Tarek is keeping from me.
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      REA

      Footsteps in the hall, barely audible with the plush carpet absorbing them, tense my entire body. I hold my breath until my lungs burn, waiting for the knob to turn. It rattles slightly, and the sound vibrates in my chest. I shift back against the headboard, dragging up the covers like a shield against whatever or whoever is coming through that door.

      Tarek said he would be gone for a few days, but I wouldn't put it past that man to come back early just to torture me more. To let me get a false sense of security for a few days just to rip it away by showing up unexpectedly while my guard is down.

      All I want is to bury myself under the covers farther, but I can't close my eyes without reliving the horrors that have already occurred.

      All I can do is wait…

      The door swings open, and the familiar large frame and dark head of hair steps into the dimly lit room, and strong, wide shoulders tense, as if he’s in a bad mood.

      That’s going to make this so much worse, so much harder.

      Closing my eyes and pretending this isn’t happening seems like a good idea, but something about the way he walks, the way he examines me on the bed, makes something flutter deep in my gut. And it isn't fear.

      This isn't Tarek.

      It’s Konstandin.

      It's there, just below the surface of his gaze. That tiny hint of something different I saw the day I arrived and haven't seen since.

      He stops at the end of the bed and assesses me, his hard, dark eyes sweeping over my body covered in the comforter and zeroing in on my face with a frown. “Why are you awake?”

      Why are you coming in if you thought I’d be asleep?

      It’s what I want to ask, but I don’t dare. Not when I know the reputation this man holds proudly. Konstandin is an attack dog, an assassin, a killer who works at the whim of his brother. It didn’t click initially when I arrived. I was too distracted by what awaited with Tarek to consider what his brother was capable of. But the Morina brothers didn’t get to where they are without the kind of violence most people can’t even fathom.

      Swallowing thickly, the truth sits on the tip of my tongue, and I almost bite it back. But something about the way he’s looking at me makes it tumble from my lips against my own better judgment. “I don't sleep anymore.”

      One of his dark brows rises slowly, like my answer is the last thing he expected to hear. “How come?”

      I focus on the white bedspread, so pure that covers something so tainted, then lock eyes with him, trying to convey the truth without having to say the words. Instead, I squirm under the intensity there, like he’s unraveling everything inside me and setting the truth free. I can’t handle the force of it, and I relent.

      “Because of what Tarek does when he comes.”

      It's only there for a split second—so brief, I could almost miss it. I probably would have if I hadn't been looking for it, searching for some sort of confirmation of the feeling I’ve had since I first saw him that day.

      But it was there.

      The tiniest flinch.

      A wince.

      A reaction to what I said his brother does.

      And it sends a little flutter of hope through my chest, one I probably shouldn’t have. Shouldn’t allow myself. Because hope isn’t what keeps people going in these situations. It’s acceptance. It’s finding a way to go on while living in a world designed to tear you apart and shatter your will.

      Konstandin shifts uneasily, almost as if he can feel the same thing I do. A tension between unspoken words. “Well, he's gone now. You have a temporary reprieve.”

      “Temporary” being the key word.

      Tarek will return, and with him…my living nightmare. But his brother is here now, not wherever Tarek is.

      “Where have you been? I thought he said you were in charge of making sure I didn't get into any trouble.”

      He raises that dark eyebrow at me again—a hint of something I might even mistake as humor dancing in his dark eyes, made even darker by the room. “You're not going to cause any trouble.” He squares his shoulders, making himself appear even larger as he looms over me. “Not when you know what it means if you do.”

      His reproach sends me shrinking back against the headboard again because he's right. It's what has kept me compliant this long—what Tarek would do to me and the threats Father made against Mother. What I know will happen to her if I don't make my fiancé happy.

      Konstandin raises a hand and runs it through his hair. Dark-red splotches across his shirt sleeve, just barely visible in the lighting, catch my attention.

      I shift forward slightly. “Oh, my God, are you bleeding?”

      He freezes and looks at me, then glances at his arm and lowers it. “No. It's never my blood.”

      His words send the same icy chill through my veins that his brother’s do. There may be something different about Konstandin, but he is every bit as dangerous as Tarek. Maybe even more so.

      Because these tiny flickers, these infinitesimal hints that there might be something behind all the brutality, are likely all just part of a game to get me to do or say something Tarek can use against me.

      It’s brilliant, really. Use his brother as an olive branch of sorts, someone who might offer some glimmer of potential…something more than the terrors that happen in these walls, only to have him tell my tormentor every word I say and every move I make.

      Konstandin's gaze roams over me, taking in everything exposed above the comforter. His jaw tenses, and a muscle there tics. He clenches and unclenches his fists at his sides, tension and anger controlling his body, making it seem even larger, harder, more oppressive. “Don't ever ask questions like that of my brother. I just gave you a pass, but you won't get another one from me. And you won't get any from him.”

      There it is.

      The warning is clear. I'm here for one reason only. And if I try to involve myself in anything else, ask any questions about their business, things will get worse for me.

      Even though it feels like that's not possible, it definitely is.

      These men are notorious for their brutality and for torturing their enemies. Decimating anyone who stands in their way or dares to question them.

      Being engaged to Tarek won’t earn me any quarter from that.

      His threat soundly delivered, Konstandin turns his back on me and stalks to the door without a glance over his shoulder, letting it slam behind him with a finality that seals my fate.
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        Six Weeks After Arrival

      

      

      KONSTANDIN

      I stare into the bottom of my empty drink glass, but no matter how long I keep my focus there, it doesn't miraculously refill itself, nor do the three—or maybe it’s four—Scotches I've already drank do anything to quell the throbbing headache between my eyes as I listen to Ferid rambling on about the current situation with the Gashis in Chicago.

      Squeezing the bridge of my nose, I let my eyes drift closed. “Just stop.”

      “They shot up…” he trails off. “Sir?”

      I wait a few seconds and slowly open my eyes to find his brow furrowed.

      He shifts restlessly on his feet in front of the desk. “Is, um, everything all right?”

      Not even fucking close.

      I wave a hand at him. “I know what you're telling me. Everything's going to shit.”

      It isn’t anything I don’t already know. I’ve been fighting the Gashis’ encroachment for months while Tarek disappears for days or weeks at a time. The fis that was once our ally has become our enemy. Our fathers worked together to secure Albania all those years ago, to remove the Sylas and anyone else who stood in our way, and both the Morinas and Gashis reaped the rewards. Rewards that followed us to the States and allowed us to set up shop here and bring in even more profits.

      Yet, it doesn’t seem to be enough for the Gashis. Any alliance we had has long since disintegrated.

      Ferid recoils slightly and clears his throat. “Um, not exactly. But the Gashis are definitely stepping up their game, probing at our borders to see how far they can extend before we fully retaliate.”

      Fully retaliate.

      That would mean wiping out the family that controls Chicago and the entire surrounding area. It would mean disaster for us, given everything going on with Tarek and whatever he’s doing back in Albania. We can’t have our focus split right now, and stepping up to take over the void removing the Gashis would create would be spreading ourselves too thin.

      I lean back in the leather chair in Tarek’s office above the bakery and sigh. “We can't let them take a fucking inch.”

      He offers me a hard smile. “I know, sir. But…”

      “But what?”

      His furtive glance out the open door displays his unease. “But your brother. He's…”

      “He's what?”

      “Does he seem a little…different to you?”

      Krishti.

      If even Ferid has noticed, it definitely isn't a good sign. I thought maybe I was overreacting, that I was seeing things that weren't there because of how close we are, that I was making it out to be a bigger problem than it actually is. But it seems things have gone too far not to be noticed. Which means it's time to do a little damage control.

      I fly from the chair and around the desk before Ferid can react, slamming him back against the wall, my hand at the base of his throat. He struggles slightly, his fingers tightening around my wrist, but I grab my gun with my free hand and force the barrel into his mouth.

      “Mbylle gojën! Or I’ll shut you up permanently!”

      He tries to mumble something about the gun, but it comes out as indecipherable, slobbery gibberish.

      “You don’t question what Tarek does. "A e kupton?””

      Tarek is distracted by whatever he’s doing back home in Albania and by his new “pet.”

      Even thinking about Rea in those terms brings a strange tightness to my chest, but I quickly brush away the foreign feeling. She isn’t the first woman to garner Tarek’s attention, not even the first he’s promised to marry. But there’s something different about her, the way he is around her. Something that is drawing him off his game. That could be deadly for a man in his position. Which is why he has me to watch his back and ensure his business is safe.

      Even if it means taking out our own men who ask the wrong questions.

      “My brother is well aware of what's going on and is committed to ensuring we maintain our stronghold here and reinforce our alliances back home.”

      Ferid nods slightly, mumbling around the barrel again, and I pull it from his mouth with a jerk.

      He gasps, sucking in several deep breaths, never taking his eyes from mine.

      I point the gun at him, not entirely convinced he knows to keep his mouth shut. “Tarek is doing what he needs to do. And I'm doing what I need to do in his absence.”

      “What do you want me to do about everything we discussed?”

      I lower the gun and scrub a hand over my face. If Saban Gashi thinks he has enough power and men to handle all of the Chicago area and step in to clear a path all the way to Philadelphia to create some massive territory, he has another think coming.

      Apparently, the message I left last month wasn't sufficient to get the point across. I spilled a lot of blood and killed a lot of his men. Left pieces of one scattered across the border we share. Yet, he still pushes and takes little jabs, attacking our shipments on the road and on the water, trying to hide who is behind it like we won't know it's him.

      “I'm going to discuss this with Tarek, and we're going to decide our next move.”

      “But, sir, if we wait—”

      I hold up my hand to stop him. “If we wait instead of lashing out in anger, we will come up with a well-reasoned, well-thought-out plan that can be executed perfectly without risk of rushing into something and having it backfire.”

      If my years in the Special Operations Battalion taught me anything, it’s to be as prepared as possible before making a move but also be ready to act at any time because you never know what’s coming for you. That seems especially wise given the fact that Tarek is keeping so much of his plan hidden from me.

      Ferid sets his mouth in a grim line. “Yes, sir. And…”

      “Was there something else?”

      He rubs at the back of his neck and averts his eyes for a second. “About his fiancée…”

      I cringe at the word, tightening my hand on the weapon still there. “Yeah? What about her?”

      Other than the constant updates I’ve received from the men, I’ve steered clear of the house and her. The small bungalow I bought in the suburbs gives me the distance I need, a break from constantly being surrounded by the tension Tarek has created in what was once our shared home. But protecting Rea is my job, and it seems there’s something I need to know.

      “Well, sir, you know, Dalmat and Ermal have been primarily watching her since her arrival, along with Lorenc, who has filled in occasionally when his duties don’t require him to be elsewhere.”

      “Yes.”

      Lorenc has spent a great deal of time assisting me in my missions against the Gashis, but he’s also the one I trust most in my absence. If he knew whatever Ferid is dancing around, he would have told me.

      “They're concerned.”

      “How come?”

      “She never leaves her room, other than when Tarek forces her to come down to the dining room, but when she’s there with him, she doesn’t really eat. Not even when he's gone, except for an occasional small something from the kitchen. She's not eating enough, sir. And she's not looking…right.”

      Dreq!

      The alliance with Rea’s father is essential for our future. Even though Tarek is keeping me in the dark about why, he wouldn’t have gone to such lengths to get her here or be spending as much time traveling back and forth to Albania if it weren’t. This wasn't just about Tarek getting a wife or her father being desperate. It's a two-way deal. It has to be. Having her die before they can even get hitched would certainly throw a wrench into whatever plans Tarek has.

      “I'll take care of it.”

      “Sir?”

      “I said I'll fucking take care of it. Now go.”

      Ferid scurries toward the door.

      “Anything we discussed doesn't leave this office.”

      His eyes dart down to the gun in my head, and he swallows thickly, rubbing at his throat absently. “Of course not, sir.”

      The last thing I need right now is for the men to be discussing how unhinged Tarek is becoming. An out-of-control leader with the type of power he has is more dangerous than just about anything.

      Except maybe me.

      The door slams shut behind Ferid, and I lean back against the desk and reach for my glass to down the rest of it.

      As much as I would love to believe this will all pass, that Tarek will regain his senses and Rea will adjust to the new living situation, something stabbing at my gut tells me otherwise.

      Hiding out up here while Tarek is away, shoring up our alliances, and making new ones isn’t an option. The business has to keep running, and it’s in my hands when he’s out of reach.

      I just don’t want to deal with it right now.
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      KONSTANDIN

      The familiar scent wafting up from the kitchen finally draws me out of the office and down the back stairs. Each step brings with it a memory I hoped would stay buried back in Albania when I came to start my new life here with Tarek, but some things are impossible to forget.

      And scent can be such a powerful force.

      My feet hit the tile on the ground floor, and I make my way toward the kitchen, avoiding the bakery and the chattering people inside it. My mouth waters the closer I get to the smell, and I step in and fight the grin on my face as I pull the old woman in the white apron into my arms from behind.

      She yelps, jerking her head to the side to look over her shoulder. “Djalosh!” Pressing her hand over her chest, she sucks in a shaky breath. “You scared the crap out of me.”

      I lean down and press a kiss to her wrinkled cheek. “I'm sorry, teto. But I smelled you making byrek, and I couldn't resist coming down for one.”

      The same kind smile she’s had since I was a child curls her lips, and she pats me on the arm. “I have a whole box of them over there for you to bring back to the house.”

      “Thank you, teto.”

      “I know how much your brother loves them.”

      I release her and grab the box from the counter to avoid responding to her comment. He’s the last thing I want to dwell on right now.

      With Tarek gone, it's a momentary break from the craziness that's been happening the last few months. It's no longer just about protecting our territory here in Philadelphia. Now, it's become a battle for more.

      More power. More money. More men. More people who worship at Tarek’s feet. More who fear him and what the Morinas can do.

      More and more and more…

      It's all he ever wants. It's all anyone ever wants.

      Except me.

      All I wanted was to get out, to get away from the hell I lived in, to get away from the history there, the war and the pain I had to endure and inflict, but here, all we're doing is creating new bloodstains, new enemies.

      I won’t discuss that with Drita. Her life is easy here, baking and living under our protection. She doesn’t need to be dragged into the gritty, harsh realities of our lives outside what she sees. Not when she’s finally secure and happy.

      And baking some of my favorites.

      I flip open the box and pull out a byrek. The soft pillow of dough gives slightly between my fingers, and I take a bite and let the familiar flavors of feta and spinach dance across my tongue. Warm memories of eating these in her kitchen as a child flood my mind, momentarily pushing away the concerns weighing so heavily on my shoulders.

      “Perfection, as always.”

      Drita tsks. “Now, now, djalosh, don't go eating all of them. Bring some back for the boys. I know Lorenc loves them, too.”

      I wink at her. “Of course.”

      If Lorenc or the other men found out I had a whole box of byrek and didn’t give them any, Tarek would come home to a mutiny. As it stands, it sounds like he may come back to a starved fiancée and men who think he’s mentally unstable.

      I press another kiss on Drita’s cheek on my way out with the box in hand and head down the back hallway. Pushing out the rear door into the afternoon sunshine offers a bit of relief from the stifling, oppressive feel of being in Tarek’s office all day, and I beeline to my car.

      Usually, getting behind the wheel and flooring it on the drive to the house gives me a release from whatever stresses threaten to break me any given day, but today, the closer I get to home, the tighter my shoulders become, and a headache starts to form at the base of my skull.

      I reach back and rub at it absently, trying not to think about the current predicament, but it’s impossible not to.

      Rea isn't the first—and surely won't be the last—woman who thought she could tame Tarek Morina, who imagined herself sitting at the right hand of one of the most powerful men in the country as his partner, only to realize he doesn't have one and never will. We shared a damn womb and the man still doesn’t consider me one. He would never let a woman have any control over his empire, never let anyone in any more than he has me—and he keeps me at arm’s length in so many ways.

      Even now, when he’s off “taking care of business,” I’m not entirely sure where he is exactly or why. The deals he arranges, like securing the marriage to Rea, are increasingly happening behind closed doors. Ones I’m on the wrong side of.

      He’s becoming more and more secretive. And that makes everyone uneasy.

      Especially me…

      Still, I need to focus on the most imminent issue. The one I do have control over—Rea. She may just be another in a long line of women who have tried to be with Tarek, but none of them have ever done this. They've thrown themselves at him. They’ve sacrificed their freedom to gain the power and money he offers. They’ve bent over backward and done things they never thought they could to try to please him. They’ve endured his violence and his anger and his “games.” But none of them have ever gone on a hunger strike, and if he comes back from his trip to find her sick or even worse, I'm going to be the one who pays for it.

      Because she's my responsibility.

      One I can't skirt any longer, even though the thought of her selling herself to a man like Tarek makes me want to let her languish in her own misery. She put herself in this position; she should have to deal with the consequences. But still, I don't want to face Tarek’s wrath if he comes back to her any different than how he left her.

      I pull through the gates, up the driveway, and park in front of the house. Lorenc opens the front door as I climb from the car and waits for me on the top step.

      His focus darts immediately down to the box in my hands. “Byrek?”

      I nod and flip it open for him. “Drita sent them just for you.”

      He snorts and takes a bite, scanning the front lawn of the house and the street for any threats—always vigilant even when enjoying a snack. “Good thing your brother isn't here. He'd be pissed two are missing.”

      “No shit.”

      I push past him to the door, and he follows me and locks it behind him. No one gets in or out of this house without Lorenc or me knowing, and the cameras all over the property ensure it’s the same across all the acreage.

      Tarek wanted a secure compound, and I’ve done my best to ensure he gets what he wants. Keeping Tarek happy means, he’s less volatile and less likely to make bad decisions. Which is why I head straight for the stairs to deal with the Rea situation before it deteriorates any more.

      Lorenc’s footsteps follow me across the foyer. “Where are you going?”

      I pause at the bottom, my hand on the carved oak banister, and turn back toward him. “Ferid came and saw me today. Told me about the problem with Rea.”

      Lorenc winces slightly and shifts his focus away from me as he shoves the final bite of his byrek into his mouth. He swallows thickly and eventually returns his focus to me. “Everyone's noticed it, Konstandin, but everyone's afraid to speak up. You know what happened the last time anyone did.”

      “I sure as hell do.”

      I had to get a new pair of boots because I couldn't get the fucking bloodstains out of the ones I wore when I dealt with the man who questioned Tarek about how he was treating the last woman he had here.

      That poor fucker ended up in fifteen pieces in the Delaware River, and I ended up missing what could have otherwise been a good night’s sleep.

      I tighten my hand on the banister. “I'll take care of it.”

      My foot doesn’t even hit the next step before Lorenc calls out.

      “Don't think you're safe just because he's your brother.”

      I glance over my shoulder at him. “Believe me, I'm not stupid or naïve enough to think that. I'm just protecting all our asses. If he comes back and sees her in bad shape, you know who's going to pay for that?”

      Lorenc presses his lips together in a thin, firm line, his hands propped at his hips. He inclines his head to me in understanding and watches as I turn back to the steps and make my way to the top.

      The long, bleak hallway to the bedroom lies in front of me, and I make my way down it slowly, toward the room where Rea has been locked since the day she arrived—the room where he locks all of them.
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      REA

      The words on the page in front of me blur together, and I squeeze my eyes closed, trying to fight off the tears threatening to come again. I don't have the energy to cry anymore.

      Even though Tarek has a chef here who will make me anything I want, everything tastes like dirt. My stomach won't stop churning—the acid eating away at the lining the way Tarek eats away at my will.

      At least he’s gone again. These brief respites from the terror of living with that man are the only thing keeping me going. Days and sometimes weeks where I don’t have to see my tormentor. Don’t need to be reminded of what Father did by giving me to a madman. But the more I think about him coming home this time, the worse it gets. That acid in my empty stomach burns up my throat, and I press my hand over my mouth and swallow it back.

      My best efforts to lose myself in the book on my lap are failing. It’s usually my one escape from this place, the only way I can free myself from this room and go to other worlds where the problems of fictional characters occupy my mind instead of my own.

      Not today, though.

      Sitting in the afternoon sunlight in the window seat hasn’t even helped. Likely because he’s been gone long enough that every creak of steps in the hallway makes me freeze, anticipating him walking through the door.

      It hasn’t been him, though, just the same goons who work to ensure I can’t get away—or do anything else, for that matter. I can stare at the gardens all I want out of this prison window, but setting foot on the manicured lawn or pebbled walkways that wind through the flowers and topiaries can only happen in my dreams.

      I try to return to my book, but murmured voices in the hallway reach me through the door and send ice through my veins.

      Tarek is back…

      Each time he leaves, I hope something will happen and he won’t return, but I’m never that lucky.

      Though, there seems to be some luck today because when the door opens, it isn’t Tarek…

      Konstandin enters slowly, cautiously, almost like he’s afraid of what he’ll find inside my room. His unease should put me more on edge. Especially since he’s been absent since our last confrontation, letting his men continue to guard me rather than doing it himself. Only instead of dread settling over me, all the breath I’ve been holding in my lungs since I first heard the voices in the hall rushes out in one long whoosh of relief.

      This man isn’t any less dangerous than Tarek, but he won’t lay a hand on me. His loyalty is to his brother, and that’s who I belong to now. I’m Tarek’s to do with what he will, and Konstandin is going to ensure he can continue to do just that.

      His hard gaze immediately lands on me, but it holds none of that flicker of gold, that hint of humanity and understanding I thought I’d seen hiding there in the past.

      They might look exactly the same. They might even be able to switch places and convince some people they are each other. But it’s the eyes that give them away. Tarek’s hold nothing but contempt and anger, but Konstandin's usually have something more. Not today, though.

      This time, Konstandin is pissed, the look he gives me so much like the one Tarek often holds that I actually shift back farther onto the window seat to put even more distance between us.

      His hand tightens around a pink bakery box as he approaches me slowly, his gaze darting down to the book on my lap then back up at me. “I brought you something.”

      He holds out the box toward me, and my stomach rumbles so hard that it’s almost painful.

      I swallow through my unease at having him so close, pressing my back against the molding of the window when I can’t retreat anymore. “I'm not hungry.”

      Konstandin’s lips twist into a sneer. “Bullshit.” He motions over his shoulder toward the still-open door. “You think my men haven't been telling me what you've been doing? You think I don't know you haven't been eating?” He shakes his head, anger tightening the muscles in his neck and jaw. “I'm not going to let Tarek come home to find you fucking starved to death!”

      “What does it matter?”

      His free hand tightens into a fist at his side. “Believe me. It fucking matters.”

      The anger in his response rushes icy terror through me, but at the same time, a scent hits my nose. Something emanating from the box. Something familiar. Something that warms my chest in a way I haven't felt since I arrived here.

      “What is that?”

      “Byrek. My mother's cousin makes it at the bakery. I thought something familiar might help.”

      My mouth waters, and for a moment, it's almost like I'm back at home, sitting with Mother in the kitchen, helping make the dough and various fillings.

      Konstandin takes a step closer and flips open the box. “Eat or I'll fucking make you.”

      I gape up at him. “You would do that? Force feed me?”

      He leans over me, bracing his free hand on the wall above my head until his face is so close that I can see the gold in his eyes reflecting the sun streaming in the window. “If I have to, you bet your fucking ass, I will. It's my job to keep you safe, and part of that means keeping you alive.”

      With a monster like this so close, the last thing I should do is offer a snide remark, but I can’t bite it back. “So your brother can continue to terrorize me?”

      Konstandin snorts and shakes his head, a little half grin that holds zero humor pulling at his lips. His eyes darken again, and he leans in even closer. “You chose this, zemër. You chose to come here. You’re just one in a very long line of women who thought they would win Tarek’s heart and sit beside him as he ruled his empire, who only wanted his money and the prestige that comes with being with him. You had to know that came with drawbacks and consequences. So, I don't want to hear you complain. You chose this life; now, you have to live it.”

      He shoves the box onto my lap on top of the book and whirls around to stalk toward the door while I sit stunned.

      What?

      I set the box on the window seat and rise to my feet. My legs shake under me, both because I’ve barely eaten in weeks and because my anger at this assumption about the situation has sent adrenaline coursing through me. “That's what you think? That I chose to come here?”

      He freezes with his hand on the doorknob and turns his head slightly. “They all do. You're no different than any of them. You came from a family with power and money and sought a man who had more of it. A man who could spoil you rotten and give you what you thought you deserved. Accept the consequences and fucking eat.”

      The sharp slam of the door behind him reverberates through the room and into my chest, sending me staggering back to drop onto the window seat again. Tears threaten to fall, but I blink them away and inhale a deep breath to try to calm my racing heart.

      That familiar smell invades my nose and makes my stomach gurgle again. I turn slightly toward the pink box, and my hand moves almost of its own volition to pick one up. I lift it to my mouth and take a single bite. The flavors of my childhood flood my taste buds, igniting a thousand memories of a time when things were so different.

      When I was in the dark about who and what Father was. When I hadn't become just something he could use to advance his own interests. When Mother wasn't being used as a hostage to ensure my compliance.

      No matter how much I want to, I can’t deny how good it tastes. How good it feels to eat something I love so much.

      I chew slowly, savoring the bite for as long as it lasts, then swallow, the feeling foreign after barely eating for so long. My stomach rumbles—either in protest or excitement—and I can't stop myself from taking another bite, and another, until the byrek is gone and I’m left staring at my empty hand.

      Konstandin Morina just got me to eat, something I never thought I’d be able to do again and actually enjoy it.

      But the man despises me. He believes I'm only here for one thing, believes I deserve where I am and what I'm suffering because I chose it. He thinks I’m some gold-digging whore who wanted Tarek Morina and all that he controls. And he only came to see me to ensure his brother's investment stayed intact.

      I can't let myself believe Konstandin Morina is any different than his brother. If I do, I might do or say something that will increase my anguish.
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        Two Months After Arrival

      

      

      KONSTANDIN

      A cold, heavy rain falls from the dark, menacing sky, as oppressive as the weight that settles on my chest as I step out onto the front porch with Lorenc to watch Tarek’s car pull up in front of the house.

      He’s back. Again.

      Another mysterious trip. Another reappearance as if he hasn’t just abandoned me here without telling me what the fuck is going on to deal with threats to our business and a fiancée who’s balancing on the edge of breaking in a way that can’t be repaired.

      Lorenc rushes forward, but Tarek shoves open the door before Lorenc can get it for him and storms out of the car into the rain, his jaw locked tight and his eyes ablaze with a fury I haven't seen in a long time.

      Ferr! I guess his meeting didn't go as planned.

      We all know what that means. Tarek in a shit mood doesn’t bode well for anyone. And the fact that he is keeping me in the dark about what he’s doing means I can’t protect us the way I need to.

      I greet him at the top of the stairs with a hard smile. “Something we need to talk about?”

      It’s the same opening I give him each time he returns from a trip. The same request for him to fill me in, to let me do my fucking job with all the information
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