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        He can’t ever let her go.
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      Eight auctions a year. That’s how many of these papa forces me to sit through.

      “It’s important you understand the men we deal with,” he answers gruffly when I complain.

      I loathe auctions, but when you’re a part of this family, you get used to doing shit you don’t want to do. At least the women are always beautiful. Too beautiful. You’d think someone would notice this many beautiful fucking women missing around the world.

      Khalid has a knack for what he does — luring beautiful women lusting after fame or power into his clutches. Once he has them, he brings them here to the auction. You get the location the day before. The invite arrives as a mysterious text message sent to your phone with a link. You can’t trace the number. Once you click the link, the web page looks like a spam website unless you expected a text message. Unless you know how Khalid operates.

      Type the PIN and the location flashes on screen for 120 seconds. You can’t take a screenshot without turning your phone into a brick. Khalid can pack a room wall to wall — especially when he gets back from places like Vegas or Dubai, where he finds the prettiest girls. He holds the auctions in a private club, normally owned by a friend or someone who owes him big time. Fifteen girls a night once a month.

      Papa sent me here to bring back my sister. It’s the only reason I’m smiling and drinking vodka with the sick motherfuckers at my table — an oil magnate and his bastard son — instead of brooding in a corner like I normally do. The auctioneer rattles off details about the first girl like he’s talking about a Ming dynasty vase.

      “Meet Kim, she’s Korean, loves a big dominant man but willing to work for a woman. She’s been pregnant once but would make a great surrogate or breed mare for individual gentlemen. We begin the bidding at €20,000.” 

      Kim got herself on Khalid’s nasty side because she has a black eye and she’s whimpering, showing visible signs of distress that Khalid hates people to see. Men here like the illusion that women give a shit about them, like any chick in her right mind would get on that auction block without coercion. They tell themselves the women want it, that Khalid only finds sex freaks.

      I’m here to rescue my sister from this horrible fate. My mind wanders, as usual. She left our family, promised us she could keep herself safe. Helen. We’ve never gotten along, so when she sees I’m the one here to save her, I’m sure she’ll react poorly.

      Fuck, I hate this place. Our father should have Helen beaten or married off if this is what she’s going to do with freedom.

      The girl on the auction block cries loudly. I need more to drink. If Kim’s trembling and now loud whimpers affect the price Khalid and his team get for her, she might make it to her new master’s house with a broken bone.

      My mouth is dry. There’s not enough vodka in the world to desensitize you to this shit. Only time, my father tells me. I don’t know if I ever want to be sick enough to enjoy these places. I hear someone call my name and look over my shoulder. But there isn’t anyone there.

      I’ve had too much vodka. Either that or I haven’t had enough.

      I glance over at my father and he shakes his head. We’re not in the habit of buying sex slaves, although once or twice, we’ve purchased a girl or two — for re-sale. We mostly have Loukas to blame for that.

      “We have a bidder! €20,000. Can we get €21,000?” 

      The bidding continues until Mr. Reichenbach buys Kim for €40,000. I wonder what happened to the girl he bought last quarter. He has a newer, younger woman with lip-fillers, cheeks caved in and a dead expression on her face hanging onto his right arm now, desperately straining on his sleeve to tear his gaze away from the woman he’s purchased. Tick Tock, gold digger. She may be his date to this auction and think she’s not like these other chicks, but women are all disposable to him — the ones he buys and the ones he keeps as pets.

      A gaunt server with a black collar around her neck approaches and offers a drink. One of Khalid’s personal harem. A little “K” hangs from her neck, marking her as his personal sex slave. Her voice is raspy and strained. There are purple bruises around her neck and a placated look in her eye. Dilated pupils too.

      She’s been beaten and she’s on drugs. This place makes me sick. These people sicken me. Helen, you idiot. How did you allow a man to drag you into this world?

      “Vodka martini, Mr. Pagonis?”

      “Dry,” I growl. I’m so drunk that speaking feels like it’ll turn my stomach. I’m normally much better at holding my liquor. It’s just the walls of this room are closing around me. Suffocating me.

      “Just the way you like it,” the woman says. “That’ll be right up.”

      I grunt thanks and she seems surprised that I acknowledge her enough to say thank you. 

      I finish the martini in one gulp. If I have to watch female after female parading out there with horror on her face, I get sick to my stomach. Don’t these women have fathers and brothers to protect them?

      Yiayia is the only person who enjoys these events. Not even my father enjoys them, and he’s technically the boss man. Everyone knows Yiayia really calls the shots. 

      A Thai girl who looks nineteen sells for €14,000 because she isn’t a virgin. A Duke from England buys a blonde-haired, blue eyed American from South Carolina for €65,000. He likes Southern accents and women twenty years younger than him. My father raises two fingers and I’m the only one who notices his signal. It’s simple. We bid on her, we get her out of here and our year of hell ends. We all want Helen home again. Even me.

      But the night doesn’t go according to plan because Khalid’s man on stage announces, “Sapphire. A beautiful, fertile African American with perfect proportions. She’ll need a handler with a firm hand, someone willing to engage in frequent discipline. This fresh-faced adult female has never had a baby and skilled enough for domestic labor. We recommend keeping her outside the United States.” 

      She stares ahead, unflinching and proud. Khalid hasn’t broken her yet, which means he mustn’t have had her long. I can’t take my eyes away from her.

      Straight shoulders. A slender neck. Dark skin. Well, much darker than mine. She isn’t the darkest woman I’ve ever seen, but she’s the color of a whole walnut. And thick. She has wide hips, a pretty face with full lips and that face. She looks like she could kill a man with her bare hands.

      She’s fucking pretty. I run my tongue over my lips and imagine doing something very dirty with her. Sick, this place has already made me sick in the fucking head. I need to drink more.  

      She’s not the girl I’m here for. I’m here for my sister. Helen. Khalid’s a bastard and making us buy her back. One year searching for her and tonight we finally rescue her. My instincts draw me away from my purpose. Sapphire. She’s beautiful, with a raw umber skin tone and perfect lips. She’s fierce and sensual in a way that scares me. I can’t take my eyes off her. 

      “Bidding starts at €13,000.”

      An eighty-year-old man with mottled skin raises his card. He looks older than the first Smith and Wesson.

      “We have one bidder at €13,000. Anyone for €15,000?”

      I raise my placard. Foolishly. Impulsively. Because I want her. Neither my father nor Yiayia can control what I do with my money, and from the second Sapphire steps onto the block, I want her. She must be an American girl.

      I can tell from her proud expression, the disgust quivering in her lower lip and barely concealed. She doesn’t have visible markings on her which means whoever she is and wherever she came from, she was wise enough not to piss Khalid or any of his men off. She has one bruise on her shoulder but it’s healing. A week. She must have been with them a week. And Khalid’s eager to rid himself of her so she must be trouble.

      I stroke my stubble, poor Helen temporarily forgotten. I’ll win this auction. I must.

      “€15,000. Anyone for €20,000?”

      That aging bastard raises his placard again. Breaking protocol, I stand and blurt out, “I’ll take her for €45,000.”

      My hand rushes to the handle of my weapon and everyone in this room knows that you don’t fuck with a Pagonis. The aging bastard might be a billionaire, but a billion dollars can’t stop a bullet. I’m crazy enough to pull the trigger. Everyone in this room knows. The old man clears his throat and raises his hand.

      There’s one way to win a battle.

      “Sold!”

      Khalid sends one of his girls over with a card containing handwritten instructions on what to do next. I’ve been through this before. My cousin bought a sweet Syrian girl off Khalid two years ago. She stabbed him a week later. Bastard deserved it.

      I glance over at my father once I sit and he’s scowling. But relief floods the room because I have what I want and my hand isn’t on my weapon. 

      I don’t know why I did this, but now I owe Khalid €45,000 and he hasn’t trotted my sister out yet to force my family to bid on her. It’s been too long since I’ve seen Helen. She comes on stage after Sapphire. She’s bruised and bloody. Khalid’s head would end up on a platter if he was the one who did this to her. Ironically, he’s the one who saved her, but the bastard refuses to give Helen back without making us pay.

      “Helen Pagonis. Bidding starts at €10,000.”

      No one in the room is stupid enough to bid on my sister. I raise my placard. My father strokes his chin and observes the transaction silently. I’ve done what I came here to do. Once the auction ends, I follow Khalid’s instructions to the waiting room. After a brief wait, he sends the girls in. My sister strides over to me and wraps her arms around me. I don’t hug her back. I haven’t seen Helen in a year and the last time I saw her, she wished me dead. 

      “My brother...”

      Sapphire stands against the door, terrified, like she’s thinking about running but smart enough to realize if she does that, she’s dead meat. At a private club like this, I’m not the scariest or most powerful guy in the room. Helen pulls away from me and I think she’s going to say something deeply sentimental.

      I have the words balancing on the tip of my tongue. I forgive you, Helen.

      Then, my sister slaps me across the cheek. Hard.

      I save her life and this is how she repays me? I glance over at Sapphire. She’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Still catching me off guard, Helen slaps me again.

      Fuck…
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          2 The Girl I Bought

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell was that for?” I growl.

      After a year sold around Southern Europe, you’d think these men would have tamed Helen by now. She’s like Yiayia — unchanging.

      “Bastard,” she hisses, “Why did you take her?”

      She gesticulates madly at the girl I bought, cowering against the door, terror in her eyes as she considers her options. Typical loud-mouthed Greek woman involving herself in my business. I remember why I don’t get along with my older sister…

      “I wanted her,” I answer, eyeing my sister for her reaction as she gazes at me in disgust.

      “Fool.”

      “Careful, sister. I might find you another buyer. Did the ones who had you ruin you entirely?”

      “You’ve always been a filthy chauvinist, but buying a woman...”

      I push past Helen, who doesn’t want to let me go. She slaps me again.

      “Helen, what is your fucking problem?”

      “Don’t touch her,” Helen says, her voice shaking. “I swear, Stavros… You touch her and⁠—

      “Can you shut up, Helen?” I snap. “It’s bad enough Papa had me in that fucking room all night. I just need you quiet.”

      My sister scowls and I look my new purchase in the eyes for the first time.

      “Sapphire. Come,” I command her, trying to keep my voice soft and gentle to avoid another attack from Helen, or worse, an attack from the girl herself.

      She glances at Helen, who nods approvingly, and then she follows me. How well do they know each other, I wonder? I don’t need to drag her down the hall or look to see if she’s following me. By now, she knows well that escape isn’t an option. And I’m far scarier than a bastard like Khalid — without a weapon. 

      “Where are we going after this?” Helen inquires, nearly tripping over herself to catch up to me. She’s thinner than I remember, and weaker. 

      “We’re going to the boats,” I say to Helen. I still can’t take my eyes off the girl. Sapphire. That doesn’t sound like her real name, but it suits her. She’s a rare beauty.

      “The boats?” Helen’s shrill voice interrupts my focus on the new girl.

      “Yiayia wants to see you,” I reply disinterested. She’s just as curious as I am about how Helen ended up in this predicament.

      “I don’t want to see her,” Helen complains.

      Nobody does, I want to tell her. But I don’t want to encourage Helen’s dissent. Yiayia will be furious enough considering I explicitly disobeyed my father by bidding on someone else. We have business to attend to and when I’m working, they want me focused. I put Helen into her car. Papa sent a driver. I turn around and take a full look at the girl standing behind me. She’s younger than me. And pretty.

      The girl I bought.

      “Sapphire. I will not hurt you. I’m taking you to my family boat. Do you speak English?”

      I thump the door to Helen’s car and her driver pulls away, leaving me on the curb with my new ward. Maybe my family is right to question my decision making lately. I’m in no position to drive. I’m drunk and I think this girl can tell.

      “Yes. I speak English,” she says, glaring at me. I don’t know why her loathing expression surprises her. I’ll have to be gentle. Or at least I’ll give gentle my best shot since it doesn’t come easily to me.

      “Do you know where you are?”

      “No.”

      I ask her, “How do you know Khalid?”

      Most of the women he finds go with him voluntarily — at first. He buys some of them like he bought my sister. But Helen’s trouble differs from my beloved’s trouble. The Italians got their hands on my sister after an incident in Bosnia. Loukas and I had to kill Demetrius, Helen’s previous ex-boyfriend, a complete troll.

      That was a fun night.

      When we find Nikola, the second ex responsible for this, we’ll kill him. I’ll kill him because it’s always my job. I have the better stomach for it and unlike Loukas, I don’t have any children.

      Sapphire doesn’t answer. She glances over her shoulder once and I clear my throat.

      “What are you — 

      She runs. Fuck. I should have known she’d try. She doesn’t get far, even if she makes a solid break away from me to run. I wrap my arms around her and pull her close to me as she screams and thrashes.

      “No, you don’t,” I growl, subduing her flailing limbs and clamping my hand over her mouth.

      No one who witnesses a Pagonis putting a girl in a car would dare say a word. It’s pointless to scream and most people here don’t speak English.

      My car isn’t far, and she’s easy to carry. I thrust the door open as she bites down on my hand. Hard. I’m screaming as I shove her into the back seat and lock the car doors.

      I hurry into the front seat while she screams and thrashes in the back. I start the car and she lunges forward, screeching and trying to climb into the front.

      I take a sharp turn, throwing her off balance. She yells and I step on the gas.

      “SETTLE DOWN! NOW!”

      She screams and pulls on the door handles, but she doesn’t lunge forward again. She gasps and shudders and appears to reconsider, settling into a silent sobbing in the backseat. I am in so much fucking trouble with this one. I don’t have a plan for what to do with her.

      I’m at the docks in ten minutes. Loukas and Gal already left on Loukas’s boat. I assume my younger sister’s with them. Helen and Yiayia stand on the dock in front of Papa’s boat. Yiayia’s blue eyes flame with rage. I park the car and look over my shoulder at Sapphire. If I was a younger man, Yiayia would never let me keep her. She’d make me throw her overboard, or worse. 

      “I need you to behave yourself,” I tell her gruffly.

      “You’re a sick fuck,” Sapphire hisses, “Is your dick so small that you need to kidnap women to get laid?”

      I raise an eyebrow. Khalid would have broken her jaw for speaking to him like that. I wet my lips and realize I’m too drunk to come up with a clever retort. I need to get her out of the way so I can meet my grandmother.

      “I’m taking you onto my boat. You’ll be safe there.”

      She doesn’t answer.

      “Sapphire, I need you to answer me.”

      “My name isn’t Sapphire,” she hisses, “That’s a cruel, racist joke your sicko friend played on me. My name is Fallon.”

      Fallon. Her name sounds regal and beautiful, much like she is. My heart quickens. I need to get control of myself. I can’t show this woman what her every movement does to me.

      “It doesn’t matter what your fucking name is,” I growl.

      But it matters. And now I know, I want to call her Fallon out loud and say her name until she gives a shit about me. This is why everyone thinks I’m insane. She quiets down.

      “If you want to make it out of here alive, you’ll be respectful. I show mercy, but no one in my family does. I swear, I don’t want to hurt you.”

      She whimpers and nods. 

      “Come.” 

      I lead Fallon onto the boat and lock her in my spare bedroom before I hop back off onto the dock. Yiayia sneers at me, “Is there a good reason you’ve purchased an African?”

      I correct her calmly and tell her that Sapphire is American. The less my grandmother knows about her, the better. For now, that includes her name.

      Yiayia folds her arms as a breeze blows her shoulder length grey hair off her face. She’s a beautiful woman, especially for her age, but she looks as mean as she is. You would think it would make her less beautiful, but she only looks cruel.

      “If you want women for sex, you can have any Greek woman you want. There isn’t a woman alive who would turn down a Pagonis.”

      She smiles and fixes the collar on my linen shirt, smoothing it with a perfectionist’s hand. She’s proud of all of us — especially her grandsons, known for their success with women.

      “Yes, Yiayia,” I reply politely.

      “You’re looking frail, Stavros. You need to eat.”

      “I’ll feed myself on the boat.”

      Yiayia. She’s not like other grandmothers, but she still keeps us fed.

      “Good. I need you to work tonight once we get back to Thessaloniki.”

      “Eh? What work?” I don’t like the sound of this.

      She dismisses Helen and pulls me aside. When Yiayia says I have a job, she means that she wants me to kill someone and I always do what my grandmother asks.

      She’s too old to be in charge of anything, and she’s a woman. Women don’t lead mafia families. Not in Greece. Helen retreats and Yiayia touches my shoulder gently, when she knows she’s going to ask something I don’t want to do.

      “Who is it?” I ask gruffly, stroking my facial hair. Judging by the expression on her face, it’s definitely a murder.

      Yiayia sighs.

      “Your father will not be happy with me. He doesn’t understand what I do for this family. Especially for the future of this family.”

      “Tell me, Yiayia. I will do whatever you ask.”

      Her soft expression turns harsh as I take her hand. Perhaps that was a touch too far. I’ve been disobedient (the Fallon thing) and attempting to weasel into Yiayia’s good graces never works the way you want it to.

      “Manipulative bastard,” she hisses, “I don’t need you to kiss my ass.”

      “I wasn’t…” I begin to defend myself and then change my mind. “All I need is a name.”

      She touches my forearm again and smiles. My grandfather would always tell us that her smile made men weak.

      “Arturo Castillo. He’s coming to Thessaloniki for the week and I expect him in the water before tomorrow morning.”

      “Yes, Yiayia.”

      She presents her signet ring for me to kiss. I kiss her ring.

      “Good boy,” she whispers.

      I strut onto my boat and lean over to untie it from the dock. I don’t bother saying goodbye to my grandmother.

      Yiayia knows I went to university with Arturo. She could ask Loukas to do this — and it would be nice if my idiot younger brother Gal did something for this family for a change.

      When there’s dirty work and bodies to put in the water, they always call me. Stavros Pagonis — the Executioner of Thess.
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          3 Foul-Mouthed Woman

        

      

    

    
      The trip to Thessaloniki would have been nice, but Fallon’s screaming ruins the mood. She bangs on the door the entire time. Her gusto for escape picks up when she realizes we’re moving to yet another country and I’m bringing her there with no passport, no identity, just the brand Khalid put on her nape and the chip millimeters beneath her skin on her neck.

      We paid to have Khalid deactivate Helen’s chip once we get home, but he won’t remove Fallon’s. She’s different.

      I hear my brother Gal calling from below deck.

      “Gal!” I call back to him. “Gal!” I scream his name a couple more times.

      I remember that he isn’t on the ship. I didn’t hear his voice. Fuck. It’s happening again. I imagined my brother’s voice. I hear him calling clearly when he’s nowhere around. And I believe it’s real at first. Voices. Music too. But mostly voices. I ease the boat into my spot at the dock.

      The girl must be hungry, but all her damn yelling pisses me off. I’ll feed her later. And what was that lip back there? Doesn’t she realize what a worse man would have done to her by now? I get my weapon ready on the deck, whistling as I work.

      Unlike my brothers, I don’t have a fetish for guns. To kill someone, you don’t need a machine gun or anything fancy. I work with a Glock 22. I love how fucking powerful this thing is. Galanos prefers rifles, but I love the absolute control that comes with a pistol, especially one as powerful as this police issue.

      I bought it off a drunk American cop and sold him enough crystal meth that he scrubbed the serial number off the gun himself.

      It’s a standard weapon, not traceable, and I could kill Arturo in front of a crowd of fifty and not a single person would witness it. I don’t want to do that. Unlike my brothers, I don’t enjoy the way people look at us. I don’t want to be a Demi-god. I do this work because it’s the only thing I know how to do.

      I put my family first, even if they’re fucking crazy because that’s who they raised me to be.

      Arturo walks out of the bar with a Slavic looking woman with fake breasts on his arm. A tight black corset pushes her enormous breasts together, and she’s hanging onto his arm like she plans to milk him for every dollar he’s worth — approximately $25 million, which everyone knows since he brags about it all the time.

      Yiayia wants him dead so he dies. That’s the law of Greece. Her law.

      I wait for them to turn around the corner. I cock the gun.

      Arturo stops walking and the girl shrieks.

      “Get out of here and shut your mouth, or I will kill your entire family.”

      She runs. She doesn’t even attempt to get Arturo out of it. Ouch. He should be grateful I’ve revealed the tramp for her shallow interest in him.

      “Fuck.”

      “Yes. Fuck. That’s what you did to my sister.”

      “I never touched Helen,” he stammers, “I swear. I never knew where she was.”

      “I’m not talking about Helen.”

      He turns pale. I take a step closer.

      “I don’t want to do this. But... you know the rules. You don’t lay a finger on a Pagonis girl. Cassia’s beautiful. I understand that. But she’s my sister.”

      “Let me go and you’ll never hear from me again. Tell them I fought back.”

      “Pray,” I tell him, “I’ll give you time to pray.”

      He whimpers and starts, “Dear God —

      I shoot him in the head. We’re close enough to the water that I drag him down the docks and get him on the boat. It’s close to three in the morning. No one else is here and that girl won’t say a word to anyone important — not if she wants to survive to see Christmas. I load Arturo onto the boat and put a blanket over him on the deck. I’ll take him far out to sea where he can sink in peace. He was always good at cards.

      “You were a human once,” a gruff voice comes across the deck, like it’s coming from a creature crouching on Arturo’s body.

      The voices will never stop, no matter how many people I kill. I walk below deck. I’m not in a hurry to leave and I want to make sure Fallon hasn’t found a way out of here. I knock on the door.

      “Who is it? Who are you?”

      “It’s me. Stavros.”

      “Stavros,” she repeats.

      I never told her my name before. And she’s not from around here so she probably has never heard of me. It’s possible she’s heard of Gal, but not me.

      “We’re going for a little ride and then I’ll open that door... and we can talk.”

      “Talk? Is that what you call it?”

      “Call what?”

      She doesn’t answer. I rap my fingers across the door again.

      “You’re going to rape me,” she says through the door.

      I stop tapping. She thinks I’m a monster. I hate that.

      “I’m going to take this boat for a ride. And then we’ll talk.”

      I walk away before she can respond. I take the boat out for an hour and drop Arturo’s body in our spot. I hose the deck down with vinegar and say a prayer after I haul his heavy ass overboard.

      “He was a good man,” I whisper, taking the ring I peeled off his finger and dropping it in the water after him, an offering to the old gods. Or something. Maybe all my superstitions are what drove me mad.

      I go downstairs. Fallon won’t run away from me here. She can’t.

      There’s nowhere for her to go but the sea. I don’t want her to leave, anyway. I want to have a conversation with her. How the fuck did an American girl end up in this predicament?

      She’s beautiful, but she loathes me, which I wish she didn’t. I can’t expect better but…

      I open the door and she screeches, crawling across the bed to the corner of her room and squeezing her legs together tightly.

      “I’ll shit all over your dick if you try to do it,” she yells, “You like that? Sick pervert? I swear, I will shit all over your dick if you try to rape me.”

      I ignore her emotional outburst. Her cursing at me doesn’t bother me, although she’s foul mouthed for a woman.

      “Fallon. No last name?” I ask her, gazing at her beyond my lashes. It still makes my chest do a funny thing when she looks at me. Even angry, she’s gorgeous.

      “I have a last name,” she says, her voice dripping with contempt. Despite her hatred, I have to remain calm.

      “Does Khalid have your documents?”

      “No.”

      “Where are they?” I ask her, circling her like a hawk. Like a hyena. I sense her nerves rising. Good. It’s wrong of me, but I want to punish her for glaring at me like I’m a monster.

      “Burned,” she says, her voice dropping.

      “You’re fucked,” I say plainly. “Without documents, I can’t just set you free. I can’t get that chip out of you.”

      “Thanks,” she snaps. I bite my lower lip and try to stop myself from saying my next words.

      It doesn’t work. I’m too much of a bone-headed idiot to stop myself from commanding her, “Take your clothes off.”

      “W-what?” The ferocious fury falls away from her face. I terrify her.

      I fold my arms and lean against the wall. My impulses lead the way again. I’m testing her obedience more out of instinct than any proper reason.

      “Do as I say. Take your clothes off.”

      “No!”

      “I want to see what I purchased,” I snarl at her, hoping to scare her even more.

      “I will never let you use me like a whore,” she snaps.

      “If I wanted to rape you, I could have done that easily. You are mine and we are in the middle of the sea on my boat. Every inch of your body belongs to me already. I don’t want to rape you. I want to see you.”

      “Let me go,” she begs, “If you have any ounce of humanity, you’ll let me go.”

      Her lower lip trembles and I want to kiss it and comfort her. She’d probably try to kill me if I dared. Which makes me want to kiss her more.

      “Beloved, I would enjoy setting you free, but without any identification but the brand on your nape, Khalid would have you back within a week. He has people everywhere. But... I can help you.”

      “I don’t believe you,” she says, strength returning to her voice. No matter what happens, this woman will not break. I admire that, but I also have a perverse desire to dominate that spirit. To claim her.

      “I don’t care. Now take your clothes off.”

      She takes off the clothes Khalid gave her and shivers before me entirely naked. My cock stiffens instantly. I don’t know why I thought I had the strength to do this — to observe her naked body and not erupt with unimaginable lust that nearly pushes me to commit the very vile act I promised myself I wouldn’t do.

      “You shouldn’t wear slave’s clothing,” I tell her, “I must keep you confined... but you are not a slave, Fallon. I won’t have you dressing like one.”

      I reveal a surprise I brought for her. It was in my other spare room — a dress that belonged to Helen that my ex-girlfriend never returned to her. I kept the dress because I never thought Helen would come home. And it still smelled like Ana-Maria. At the time I enjoyed returning to the smell but it made me nauseous now. Fallon sniffs.

      “I love this perfume,” she says.

      “If you like it, you’ll have it,” I respond. “At least until I get rid of you.”
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      She holds the dress up, covering her body with the fresh linen. The dress smells like the borrowed perfume. Cassia wears the same perfume now since she moved into Helen’s room. Teenagers. The first thing Cass asked when she found out we were getting Helen was whether she’d have to move to a different bedroom.

      “You want me to wear this?”

      I nod and she struggles through making conversation with me. She wants information. A sense that if she escapes, she’d find justice. But with that thing in her neck, there’s no true escape from me.

      “Your name is Stavros, right?”

      She faces away from me, nervous goose bumps spreading down her spine as she slips the fabric over her naked body. I shouldn’t ogle her. But I can’t help myself. She must notice I’m hard by now. Hence the goose bumps. 

      “Yes.” 

      “You kept me locked in here for hours.”

      “You screamed the entire boat ride over here,” I remind her. “I couldn’t let you out.”

      She keeps scowling at me. “I hate boats.”

      “Ah.”

      Disappointing. Pagonis men love boats. My father’s the worst out of all of us. 

      “And you kidnapped me,” she reminds me. She insists on seeing me as the villain here.

      “I bought you.”

      The correction is only an exercise in semantics. But it’s a worthy one.

      “That’s better, is it?”

      This is the part where I need to be romantic. I see a man standing behind her. I know a man can’t possibly be there. But she’s real. Fallon is real. She tilts her head cautiously to the side. I must be getting pale. 

      “I wanted to save you from Khalid, I know what he’s like.”

      She scoffs.

      “If you’re anything like what Helen told me, you’re as big a monster as he is.”

      I lunge forward and grab her forearm. She shrieks and starts shaking but never breaks my gaze. Even in the face of danger and death, she’s unflinchingly strong.

      “I am nothing like Khalid. Men protect their women. They don’t sell them or hurt them. I sat there to buy back my sister and protect her chastity for her husband. I will do my best to honor yours.”

      Her voice drips with sarcasm, “What a hero. Now you’ll take some other man’s daughter. Does that make you feel powerful?”

      I release my grasp on her forearm and swallow. She doesn’t believe me when I tell her I will not hurt her. Why should she believe me? I’m a liar, clearly. I wet my lips and answer with what’s honest on my mind.

      “You look beautiful in that dress.”

      She steps back.

      “Don’t,” she whispers, “Don’t start flirting and think that will change things. No matter what, if you touch me, it’ll be rape.”

      “I know that.”

      “Then get out of this room.”

      “You’re in no position to make demands.”

      “Please...”

      Everything about her makes me stiff. Fuck. I never wanted a woman this much. And I own her. Her entire purpose in life now is to submit to my will.

      I want to act like I’m better than Khalid and every other mafia asshole that I know, but the truth is when I’m alone on my boat in the middle of the sea with a beautiful woman, I want to have her. I want to take her. No one would know. No one here would talk.

      I can’t allow myself to act on my darker impulses. I’m already a murderer. If I want God’s forgiveness, I can’t show up at the gates of heaven as a rapist. 

      “I’m taking us back to the family villa. You won’t talk to anyone there. Especially none of my brothers.”

      She nods. I leave the room and don’t shut the door. She walks into the entryway.

      “You forgot to lock me in!”

      I forgot nothing. She has no upper hand and I have no reason to deny her moderate freedom.

      “You aren’t a prisoner. Where would you go, eh? Come above deck.”

      She doesn’t want to, I know that. But given the option of staying below deck in her prison, I’m sure she’ll follow me. Fallon climbs the stairs behind me. She’s quiet, but I can tell she’s thinking. She’s looking for an escape. The next time she tries, I’ll let her succeed. But she’ll regret having to deal with Khalid’s men instead of me. Above deck, she wrinkles her nose.

      “It smells like blood up here.”

      “I was working.”

      “What are you, a butcher?”

      She teases. But I don’t laugh, and her expression sobers up. She approaches gingerly, like she hasn’t decided how scared she is of my bite.

      “It’s cold up here.”

      “Blankets over there,” I point and answer gruffly.

      She finds one and wraps it around her shoulders.

      “What are you going to do with me?”

      “Keep you. Sell you. I haven’t decided yet.”

      She purses her lips. The idea of someone selling her again doesn’t appeal to her. I know men who would buy her and wouldn’t hurt her. Decent men, except for their relationship to Khalid.

      “You’d sell me again?”

      “Yes. To someone who could take good care of you.”

      “I can’t believe this is happening to me,” she mutters.

      “How long has Khalid had you?”

      “Two months. He hasn’t raped me yet, which is more than your sister can say.”

      Is that what happened to Helen? It would explain why she’s even angrier with me than normal. I love my sister and even if she wants to put out her cigarettes on my arm, she doesn’t deserve that sort of pain.

      Khalid must have had Fallon for as long as a week. How did she weasel her way out of this with barely any bruising? I grip the handle of my handgun instinctively. I won’t shoot Fallon, but if I ever find out who raped my sister, I’ll kill them.

      “Do you know who hurt my sister?” 

      She shakes her head and mutters an apology. She’s not the one who has to apologize. 

      “Was it one of Khalid’s men?”

      She nods.

      “They paid.”

      “Bastard...”

      I utter more choice phrases in Greek and realize I look insane, muttering to myself in a strange language. I rake my fingers through my hair coolly, letting dark brown strands fall loosely in front of my face, dusting my jawline before a gust of wind pushes it all back. Fallon’s hair whips around in the wind too — long black hair, well-coiffed by Khalid, no doubt to make her presentable for sale.

      “You must be hungry,” I grumble.

      “Yes.”

      “I will feed you. And provide for you. I know what you think of me. And I’m worse than whatever you think. But I’m no rapist, and whoever you end up with, I’ll do my best to make sure he’s a good man.”

      “I won’t thank you.”

      “I don’t expect gratitude.”

      I expect compliance. And so far, she hasn’t tried another escape. We approach the shoreline. The Thessaloniki shore brings a familiar jolt to my heart. Home. Greece. The most beautiful country on this earth, and the most beautiful city within it. We have the charm Athens lacks, the convenient port for our family business and old school values alongside it all. 

      “Have you ever been to Greece?” I ask Fallon, as her dark brown eyes widen with awe. It’s like she’s seen nothing this beautiful. It’s so beautiful, she can forget for a moment I’m a monster and she steps even closer to me, peering over at the skyline.

      “Where is this?”

      “Thessaloniki. Your new home. See that giant house? With the blue roof?”

      She nods.

      “That’s my family villa. I own two apartment buildings downtown. They do little profit, but they’re very nice.”

      My bragging doesn’t impress her. There’s not a woman I know in Thessaloniki who wouldn’t have swooned at the mention of my property ownership.

      She wets her lips and murmurs, “It’s breathtaking.”

      She’s more taken with the landscape than with my wealth. Or with me. Hm. I’ve never met a woman like that before. She fascinates me. I gaze at her, enjoying her tawny brown skin and how it glows beneath the sun.

      She gazes over at the shore and I feel a moment of connection between us. I tell myself it’s real connection, bonding that happens because of the beauty of the landscape. I will always love my home.

      “Fallon” I enjoy saying her name more than I let on, even if she flinches when I say it. I move closer to her. I want to touch her hand.

      “Where did Khalid grab you from?” I ask her in a voice that I hope sounds gentle.
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      I leave her in my suite with a bodyguard and a locked door. She has two windows but there are bars on them, so she’s safe and has no chance at escape. She wouldn’t make it off the villa compound if she tried.

      It’s nearly five in the morning when I walk onto the porch of our family villa. It’s loud, because it’s always loud with our family.

      Loukas sits at the table, telling a loud story about his first wife and a fat Arab gun runner who offered to buy her for his harem in Medina. He always exaggerates and I’m tired of hearing Loukas. He’s just another annoying fucking voice.

      “Shut the fuck up, liar,” I interrupt him.

      “Finally, Yiayia’s attack dog returns,” Helen taunts, tapping her cigarette in a ash tray. “I was really enjoying Loukas’ horrible, boring story filled with lies.”

      Loukas glares at me, and Helen laughs. It’s nice to feel like she’s on my side, even if it only lasts a moment.

      Gal rests a new handgun on the table. It’s nothing like the Glock 22, but the gun looks sturdy. Where does he get this shit?

      “Helen, look at my new baby. Stole it off Pablo in Milan last week.”

      “You’re never going to get a girlfriend if all you care about is guns,” Helen chides our younger brother.

      He scoffs.

      “You know nothing. I have 3 million Instagram followers. Dozens of chicks begging to fuck me in the direct messages. Look.”

      Helen wrinkles her nose with disgust.

      “That’s sick. Did she offer to eat your... I go away for one year and you people are licking each other’s buttholes!?”

      Helen won’t look at me.

      “I was telling a story,” Loukas interrupts gruffly.

      “No one cares,” I point out, “I’m here now.”

      “I heard you bought a sex slave today,” Gal says, smirking. “How is she? Tight?”

      “Cigarette,” I command Gal.

      He hands me a cigarette. My brother needed more time with decent people. What the hell happened to his nannies?

      “Where’s Cassia?” I ask once I have a cigarette in my hand. Smoking always helps me to feel much better.

      “Who cares? Probably getting fucked,” Gal snaps, “I want to ask about the girl you bought.”

      I take the cigarette and slap him across the face. Hard.

      “You never talk about your sister like that. Ever. Stupid cunt.”

      Gal takes his gun off the table and I put my hand on the handle of mine. Gal wisely sets his gun on his duffel bag instead of making the stupid fucking moves I expect of him. None of my siblings flinch. It isn’t a Pagonis get together if guns don’t make an appearance. We’re hot-headed Greeks with more money than we know what to do with, more guns than anyone should have, and most of the people sitting at this table have killed someone or witnessed a murder.

      Cassia flits into the room, wearing red lipstick. I grab her by the forearm and growl, “Where the hell were you?”

      “Helen, tell him to leave me alone!”

      I snarl at her, “Where were you!?”

      “Out!”

      “Stavros, stop it!” Helen interjects, “I know Pagonis men never understand, but your sister isn’t your possession.”

      Helen’s scowl reminds me of Yiayia. She has Yiayia’s extraordinarily beautiful face. A face that turns men’s heads. I let go of my younger sister.

      “When papa finds out who it is, I’m the one who will have to kill him.”

      Cassia’s lower lip trembles.

      “Is that where you were tonight? With Arturo?” 

      She’ll find out about Arturo when rumors spread around Thessaloniki or when his body washes up from the Aegean.

      “No,” Gal interrupts, “He took the slave girl out to sea to rape her in peace.”

      Loukas snickers and puts on a mocking female voice, “Oh, don’t put your cock in me, Stavros. I don’t like tiny cocks.”

      Even Helen laughs. I light the cigarette and put my feet up with a groan.

      “I need rest and I need to get away from you sickos”

      “I need a fuck. Can I borrow your girl?” Gal asks. 

      I ignore him.

      “Seriously,” my idiot younger brother goads me, “I’ve always wondered what it was like. To take a black girl. I had a friend who fucked a Sudanese model, and he said she was the loudest fuck he ever had with a pussy like a giraffe it was so deep — OW!”

      Helen has a good hold on Gal’s ear and he shrieks as she hovers a cigarette over his forearm tattoo.

      “HELEN!”

      Cassia snickers.

      “Do it! That tattoo is stupid,” she laughs as she watches Helen threaten him with fire. Pagonis women are as fierce and unhinged as Pagonis men.

      Loukas finishes his drink.

      “Leave Galanos alone. I’m off to bed.”

      “Five in the morning. This is early for you.”

      Loukas grunts and storms off.

      “Why the fuck is he so moody?” Helen asks once he’s out of earshot, hand-rolling another cigarette mindlessly.

      Cassia leans forward and whispers, “Molly died while you were gone.”

      “Who?”

      “One of his women. Carlotta’s new stepmom,” Cassia explains. But Carlotta has a lot of new stepmoms. It’s hard to keep track. 

      Loukas has a way of losing his fiancees. They all die eventually, and we’re all certain he’s the one killing them off. But he gets more upset with each one gone. The last time I pointed out that he could stop killing them if he wanted, he stabbed me.

      “Yiayia wants you to talk to the Israeli tomorrow,” Helen casually switches over to business talk, which means she’s told everything about the past year to Yiayia and Papa. That explains why she’s cranky enough to burn Galanos’ forearm over a crude comment.

      “The Israeli’s a shithead. He wants to undercut us by €3,000,000. Cheap bastard.”

      “The Israeli is good business. He’s bringing in a new client from Ethiopia. Some war lord type.”

      Gal’s bored because the conversation hasn’t been about him for over a minute.

      “Will you let me fuck the girl, Stavros? I’ll only take her arse if you want her intact.”

      Helen burns his arm. He screams and then lunges for her. Helen dodges and then artfully blows a cloud of cigarette smoke into Galanos’ face. Cassia laughs. I polish off his drink. If Yiayia wants me to talk to the Israeli tomorrow, I’d better get a few minutes of sleep.

      But I leave my little brother with a final warning.

      “Talk about the girl again and I’ll chop one of your balls off. Nobody in this house is going to rape her. Understand?”

      Gal is the only one of my brothers who hasn’t killed before. And he knows my body count because I wear it on my body, a tattooed fresco of dots to represent my kills. He turns ghostly pale, his eyes glittering aquamarine in the early morning light.

      I walk away without another word, hearing my siblings whispering as I walk out of earshot. I turn around and they aren’t saying a word to each other.
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      The door to my suite slams against the wall. Fallon makes a squeaking sound and jumps away from the window. We’re three floors up here and my windows have bars on them — for good reason, it turns out.

      “If you try to escape, I’ll be the least of your worries,” I remind her.

      “I wasn’t trying to escape.”

      I know she’s lying. She glowers at me with fierce wickedness behind her stare. I don’t have time for another problem right now. I dropped a body in the harbor and whenever I kill, the voices come back. Tonight, they’re bad and if I can’t keep it together, I’m screwed. I can feel my face’s pallor increasing by the second.

      “Get into bed,” I tell her.

      I want a warm body next to mine. I won’t touch her. I just want to feel warmth. Is that such a bad thing?

      I can’t allow myself to be a worse man than Khalid by fucking a girl I purchased. She’s making me weak.

      I only need the myth of companionship so I can get the voices in my head to fuck off right now.

      “Are you going to do it now?” She whispers under her breath.

      My cock stiffens in my pants. Rape doesn’t excite me. But she does. Every inch of her quivers in foreign beauty. Her skin is darker than the darkest girl from the coast. And I can smell coconut and pineapple scent lingering on her hair. Her American accent flattens every vowel into smooth perfection. My voice comes out on the wings of hot breath.

      “I will not rape you.”

      I sound like I’m trying to convince myself.

      “Fine. Prove it.”

      “How can I prove it?” I respond gruffly, trying to make the adjustment in my pants subtle and failing.

      Her eyes snap open wider. She’s conceiving of every way she can get out of this. Her gaze darts to my holster and I watch her calculate that she could never reach my weapon in time. It’s not loaded anyway, so I consider letting her have it. I want to understand my new purchase. Why did Khalid call her Sapphire? How did an ordinary girl like Fallon end up in my sick world?

      “Be honest about something.”

      Honesty will be easier than lying next to her without spreading her legs. I have no reason to lie to Fallon or hide anything from her. Her body belongs to me. She has a microchip in her arm marking her as one of Khalid’s girls, and if she comes across any sicko in Khalid’s line of work, he’ll have her back to me within the week.

      “What do you want to know?” I ask her. Is this another moment between us, or am I imagining things again?

      “Who are you?” She asks.

      “Stavros.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” she says. “I need more than your name.”

      Her voice trembles. She’s putting on her bravest face, and her gaze on my gun becomes more nervous.

      “What are you?” She asks.

      “A man.”

      I adjust my pants again. She glances down nervously and swallows.

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      “Explain, then,” I ask her.

      I’ve closed the distance between us. Fallon’s lower lip trembles visibly now, and I know she can feel my warmth because I can feel hers. She’s small compared to me. With curves. But still short. I tower over most men and women I meet — easily. I want to reach out and touch her cheek, but I’ve scared her enough for the night.

      I reassure her when I notice she’s too scared to continue.

      “What do you want to ask?”

      “Are you... a serial killer?”

      “Serial killer?”

      I don’t know what I expected her to ask, but not that.

      “Eh? A what?”

      “Tell me what you are,” she whispers, “Do you kill black women? Is that what this is about? Toying with your pet before you kill me?”

      I bite down on my lower lip hard to keep from laughing. I sense Fallon won’t find my sense of humor amusing.

      “No. I am not a serial killer.”

      It’s honest. I kill people, but I’m not a serial killer. I don’t take pleasure in it.

      “I heard you,” she whispers, her voice coming out in a gasp, “When I was below deck. I heard you.”

      “Hm.”

      “You... dismembered someone.”

      “You don’t have to whisper. It isn’t a secret.”

      I can’t help but smile and her face contorts in disgust. She pushes me away. Hard.

      “Stay away from me,” she hisses.

      I scowl back at her, but I don’t reach for my weapon or clench my hands into fists. Fallon is entirely unthreatening to me, and I want to make sure she knows that. She can push me, hit me, and punch me if she wants, but that won’t change the fact that her body belongs to me.

      “You wanted honesty,” I point out.

      “A human trafficker and a rapist,” she sneers, “just my fucking luck.”

      “Your luck seems to have run out a long time ago.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Clubbing in Vegas, eh? And no one bothered to make sure the sicko in the VIP room slung you over his shoulder.”

      “My friends looked for me,” she snaps, “I saw it on the news.”

      “What about your boyfriend, eh?”

      “Shut up.”

      “I did my research. Two months after you go missing, he’s fucking your best friend.”

      “Shut up!”

      “You have no one,” I remind her, “And I’m not a trafficker. I’m... a Pagonis.”

      “That doesn’t mean dick to me,” Fallon snaps. She’s beautiful. It hurts how beautiful she is, but acknowledging her beauty isn’t the point right now.

      “Mafia,” I explain to her, surprised that she could be so ignorant. “The most dangerous mafia family in Greece.”

      “Greece doesn’t have a mafia,” she says. I can’t help but laugh at her comment. Could she really disbelieve anything I say given where she’s come from?

      “Everywhere has a mafia if you hang around with the wrong crowd long enough. I don’t buy fuck pets. I get plenty of women on my own.”

      Her face flushes a darker shade of bronze as I approach her again, daring her to push me away again. I put my finger beneath her chin and whisper, “I will sell you to a proper villain. I might be a killer, but I only kill people who wrong my family. Make no mistake, when some sick billionaire bastard is fucking you senseless with a shriveled cock, you’ll wish you were back here with me.”
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        * * *
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