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    1. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tamsin  
 
      
 
    There’s a mist in the air tonight, a light rain cascading down from the sky and it shimmers in the light of the lampposts. Its cold out, the pedestrians keep their heads down and jog unless they’re of the lucky few who remembered to bring umbrellas.   
 
       I pass cozy jazz playing coffee shops, gaze with longing at the bridal boutique with magnificent dresses that I will never afford to buy. Not that I ever will marry either. At the age of twenty, I have never in my life been even remotely excited by a man. My friends tell me I need to snare one of the doctors at the hospital but the relationship I have with them is strictly professional. I work as a nurse, graduated from college recently and got a job soon after.  
 
       I’m on my way to the hospital now and I’m working the graveyard shift, my shoulders and knees aching from all the hustle. I’ve been working night for several weeks now and my colleagues were right when they warned me it was hellish. At least the weekend is coming soon, something to look forward to and maybe I’ll drive out of town and visit my family.  
 
       This town is new to me, bigger and darker than the one I grew up in. Don’t get me wrong, it’s beautiful in its own way but the shadows here seem more consuming somehow, hungrier...Shivering, I pull my thin jacket tighter around me and rub rain out of my eyelashes. I’m about to cross the street, about to turn when something or someone walks past me.  
 
       As he does my breath constricts in my throat and I pant, catching a hint of expensive minty cologne. He doesn’t notice, walking ahead with powerful strides and I’m not surprised he didn’t see me. He doesn’t to pay attention to anyone because people including me seem so small next to him. The man must be close to seven feet tall and his shoulders are the width of three normal sized men. His black, leather coat flares in the wind behind him, the color a stark contrast to the silver blond braid hanging down his back.  
 
       The man moves like he’s on a mission, almost floating ahead. His legs are so tall that it looks like he’s running while the rest of us are walking. He seems to be scenting for something, until I realize that he’s not scenting...he’s tracking.  
 
       Who is he tracking? This man and his behavior awakens my curiosity and I bite my lip. I need to cross the street and hurry to the hospital but I can’t seem to drag my attention away from the man. I feel something when I look at him, the muscles in my lower belly constrict and my heart is taking quick, short jabs at my chest. I’ve never experienced anything like it, not when any of the doctors tried to flirt with me or when men would buy me and my friends drinks at the bar.  
 
       This man whose name I don’t even know is making me feel like a woman for the first time in my life and my cheeks heat. Putting my hands into my pockets, I agonize. Forget about him, just go to the hospital. Inwardly I nod, but then my eyes go to the man again and something about him seems to say... 
 
       Follow.  
 
       Yes, sir.  
 
       Gulping, I begin walking behind him and people stay out of his way. Some of them jerk, others turn pale. I haven’t even seen his face but he must be terrifying. This is exactly why I shouldn’t be stalking him and I chew on my lower lip. I don’t even know what the meaning of this is. If he discovers that I’m following him, he might get pissed and I feel a flutter of anxiety.  
 
       He looks like a man who has a ton of enemies, I shouldn’t do anything that could piss him off. His hands are gigantic, big enough to crush a skull and I shudder again, then turn hot when I wonder what it would feel like to have hands like his stroke me, caress every inch of me. What would it feel like to bring out another side in a man like that?  
 
       My friends talk about those things all the time, how they made their boyfriends obsessed with them simply by smiling and showing cleavage but this man isn’t anything like any of their boyfriends. This man is a menace, someone who terrorizes the streets. He must be difficult to control, difficult to turn into a law abiding citizen. As a nurse, I should be appalled but the appeal of him is mind-altering. I’ve never seen anything like him, never felt anything like him.  
 
       When he stops, I gasp and his face turns slightly to the side and I catch a hint of his profile. It’s strong and manly, making my fingers curl and my body feels like it’s swelling, a rose catching much needed rays of sunlight. The man isn’t sunlight though, he’s not even the moon. He’s a starless sky. He’s black, he’s leather and...death.  
 
       More importantly, why did he stop? 
 
       He doesn’t turn around, doesn’t face me and I catch a slight shrugging in his shoulders before he keeps on walking. I relax in relief. It would have been so embarrassing if he had turned around and caught me staring at him. I’m following him like a black cat follows her master and usually I never do these things. I’m proper, super conscientious, started school earlier than most kids and never partied like an animal or dropped my undies for a bad boy. The man shouldn’t have this much of an effect on me but he does. Maybe all that testosterone he’s emitting is toying with my hormones.  
 
       And if he can do all that at a distance then what will he be able to do up close? Make me his lovesick slave? Inwardly I jerk myself. Why am I already fantasizing about the man wanting me? A girl like me is his opposite and he’d probably eat me alive the second he’d lay eyes on me. There’s still time to turn around and walk away, but my body has a hard time tearing itself away from the man and I feel like a crazy person. Is this what happens to young women when they come across men this powerful? Does it awaken some kind of deep need to be protected, to be soaked and drenched in his masculinity until it’s dripping down my thighs... 
 
       Flushing at the thought, I put a hand on my heart to control my breathing. This is so out of my character it’s unbelievable and I’m so happy he can’t know what I’m thinking. When he turns, I widen my eyes in surprise because it looks like he’s going to pay the barber a visit. But he walks out of the barber just as quickly as he walked in and he’s carrying a white, lengthy package in his hands.  
 
       Worry takes root in my gut before I brush it off. It’s just a package. Maybe it’s filled with hair wax or hair spray? I let out a burst of nervous, silent laughter and the man treks into an alley. That I don’t like. Girls don’t like alleys and I stare at the steam coming out of a manhole. I throw a look over my shoulder.  
 
       What are you doing, Tamsin? Stop following the stranger!  
 
       But I don’t like the idea of the man in that alley on his own. My concern is bizarre. He can take care of himself obviously. I’m the last person he needs. And yet I feel a deep urge to make sure he’s okay and I blame the nurse in me. I’m just going to take a quick peek and I walk into the alley. It’s not a dead-end but continues to the left. Stopping, I hide behind the brick wall and there he is. He’s leaning against the wall, his head tilted backward and his hands are clasped in front of him. His energy is even more potent without the disturbance from traffic and pedestrians.  
 
       I can see his face now and it’s an achingly beautiful face. A fallen angel. High cheekbones, straight nose and the sort of developed jaw that means he’s frequently clenching his teeth. His skin is pale, his eyes lowered but I can still catch the color. Steel, pure steel and suddenly the bra I’m wearing seems too tight and chafing. Suddenly there’s a need to take my clothes off and strip for him, walk up to him while he’s standing there among darkness and smoke and let him kiss my lips, yank me to his chest and... 
 
       My body tenses when another man transforms at the end of the alley and suddenly I don’t just like this anymore. Suddenly I’m scared. The other man has a mustache and cargo pants and my stranger straightens when he sees him. The fallen angel towers over the other one and he’s so majestic that my chest aches from looking at him.  
 
       Please don’t get hurt. I don’t know him but I already don’t want anything bad to happen to him.  
 
       The two men assess each other before the package is exchanged. I feel a dip in my stomach when the other man opens it up. It’s not hair wax or hair spray. It’s a dagger, coated in blood and I feel sick when I realize what it is. The dagger must be a murder weapon, the man I followed, the fallen angel is tampering with evidence and I take a deep breath, almost staggering against the wall.  
 
       I need to leave before this situation gets out of hand. I’m way in over my head but I freeze when the man with the mustache smiles evilly before snatching a gun from the back of his pocket, pointing at his opponent’s forehead.  
 
       Something hot and protective bursts in me and I panic, terrified for the man’s life. I run out with my arms in front of me, shouting,  
 
       “Please! Don’t.”  
 
       They both jerk in surprise, my eyes hooking with the fallen angel’s. He seems to react on instinct, using the other man’s surprise to his advantage and he knocks the gun out of his hand, grabs it midair before kicking him into the brick wall so hard he slams his head and slides down with closed eyes.  
 
       My jaw slacks in shock at the violence but it’s not over yet. From the van in the back, a second man steps out with a rifle in his hands and I scream. Bullets start flying and the fallen angel lunges for me, pressing me up against the wall and covering me with his whole body. I scream, burying my face in his chest while bullets whip and hit him. He groans, gritting his teeth and his massive body heaves. They hit him a second time, making him jerk. Tears slide down my cheeks at the pain he must feel but he doesn’t stop protecting me. Every inch of me is covered with him.  
 
       Our eyes meet, his steel boring into mine and he silently nods, a cue for me to stay still and I nod in return. At that moment he swiftly turns around, raises the gun in his hand and fires. The bullet hits the shooter in the head and he drops face down, his blood coloring the puddles red. My fallen angel turns to me, his eyes consuming but wounded.  
 
       “Are you hurt?” he rasps and his voice is like a weapon in and of itself, strong and forceful and so deep that it sounds guttural.  
 
       “Me?” I whisper because I’m not the one...”You’ve been shot!” I cry and I rip open his leather coat open. There are two bullet wounds. One right below his ribs and one close to his collarbone. I whimper when he turns pale.  
 
       His gigantic body shudders and he makes a motion as if to sit down but staggers and sways down to the cobblestones. Blood stains his expensive black sweater, his lips shivering and I lay down on top of him as sirens burst in the background.  
 
       “You can’t die,” I whimper. “You can’t.”  
 
       I stroke his cheek as his lids flutter and his eyes roll back in his head. Please, please...he won’t die, he won’t die on me. Will he...?  
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    Viper 
 
      
 
    It was supposed to go seamlessly, the drop-off but I should have known not to trust gangbangers. I wasn’t surprised when he pulled a gun on me but I was surprised at the sound of a throaty, girly voice shouting at us. She came running out of nowhere, like a dark little cherry that had no business being here. Her hands had been pleading, her eyes terrified and only one thought crossed my mind when I saw her.  
 
       To get her the hell out of here.  
 
       When chaos erupted, I covered her, terrified any of the bullets would scratch her perfect skin. She screamed and shivered under me but she had nothing to fear, as long as I was here. I heard the bullets but I barely felt them when they hit me. All I could feel was a body that seemed to melt into mine, evaporate into me like incense evaporates into mist.  
 
       She didn’t even reach up to my collarbones, her nails digging into my chest and even in the chaos I was still very much aware of her breasts pressing into me. I was aware of all of her, from her frightened green eyes to the lemon blossom smell of her softly black hair.  
 
       A stirring erupts in my body when she rips open my leather coat.  
 
       “You’ve been shot,” she shrieks and her lower lip trembles and I look down. Fuck. Damage has been done but I close the coat again, not wanting her to look at the blood, fearing she might be squeamish and I fall to the ground when I go dizzy in the head. She comes down on top of me, looming over me like she’s trying to protect me from more invisible bullets. Thank fuck I killed those gangbangers. This girl seems willing to risk her life for my sake. A sudden rush of adrenaline bursts in me and I cup my hand around her throat  
 
       “Don’t you ever do that again,” I warn. “Don’t you dare ever risk your life for me.”  
 
      She startles before crying out, “You risked your life for me! Took bullets for me and...oh, please don’t die.” Her eyes are wide and she’s shaking, keeps trying to look at my wounds, keeps trying to stop the bleeding but I don’t want to get her dirty. She’s too clean. Too pure. Angel.  
 
       An angel with raven hair, trying to help a man who doesn’t deserve her mercy.  
 
       When my eyes flutter because I can’t help it, she lets out a choked sob. She leans in closer, warming me with her little body and it feels good because I’m starting to feel cold. I focus on her to not start to drift, focus on her face that’s getting wet from the rain and I count the pale freckles on her cheeks. Her throat is slender and she’s wearing a thin necklace with the letter T. I clasp the locket between my fingers, twirling it and her breaths come out in little pants.  
 
       “Name,” I rasp and she licks her full lips that are a little bit cracked in the middle.  
 
       “Tamsin Teller.” She looks around in distress and the sound of sirens slices my ears. “What’s yours?”  
 
       I don’t give out my name. Unless an angel is asking for it. “Viper Roz.” My eyes go to hers. “Were you following me?”  
 
       She had to have been. Why else would she have been in an alley and I frown when she nods. As I was walking I thought I sensed something behind me, but it was too non-threatening, too sweet for me to pay much attention to it. I don’t notice sweet things. I notice danger. Beautiful things like her fly below my radar. I don’t know beauty, what it tastes like, what it feels like to consume it. 
 
       In my life I have never had something fine, something good but now it’s sticking to me like it never wants to leave me. I would think that for something like her to stay in my presence, I would have to shackle her but she seems to have no plans on the two of us separating. 
 
       “My heart hurts,” I groan and her cheeks color from worry.  
 
       “Because of the bullets? Lay as still as you possibly can...”  
 
       “Not the bullets,” I grit between my teeth. Ignoring her recommendations on laying still, I lift my hand and touch her face. “Because of you.”  
 
       She’s gorgeous, too colorful and courageous for a dim world. Her hips flare underneath her jacket and the ends of her hair brush my throat, soft as feather strokes and I know I won’t die. But if I did, having a beauty like her looking down on me with that submissive expression on her face would be a hell of a good way to go.  
 
       I stroke my thumb over her mouth. “How can you be real? How could you have fallen down from heaven right into the arms of the devil?”  
 
       “You’re not the devil. You’re so strong and brave and you selflessly saved my life.” A small smile lingers around her lips that I want to kiss and kiss until they turn a burning shade of red. “And I can promise you...I’m real.”  
 
       My brows frown over my eyes when I suddenly see two of her. She splits, turns blurry like she’s about to vanish into thin air. I panic, snatching her to me and she cries out in shock.  
 
       “Where the fuck are you going?” I growl and her eyes widen in astonishment.  
 
       “I’m not going anywhere. I’m right here.” Her shape goes back to being one person and her flesh feels softer than cotton in my hard palms. I slowly start letting go and she nods at me. “I’m right here.”  
 
       “Do not go anywhere,” I warn and I have never feared anything more in my life. My biggest fear isn’t screwing up the legacy my fadir left behind. Now my biggest fear is losing her, having her out of my sight will feel like torture and I even dislike the way she keeps looking around.  Turning her face to me, her eager fingers move to open up my coat again but I firmly stop her.  
 
       “Pretty eyes are not supposed to look at anything ugly.” 
 
       “But I can help...” she begins when a cop car arrives along with an ambulance. She gasps at the sight of the cops and looks down at me in concern but I give a weak shake with my head. The cops won’t do anything to me. They can’t touch me and she lets out a sigh of relief when they throw a look at me, sharply turn and run over to the gangbangers.  
 
       Everything she does, her little sighs, looks and breaths that speak of her concern over me shoot straight into my chest and fill my heart up with her sweet essence. She’s my painkiller. Innocence and sin in a tight little package. She can’t be old. I have to be at least a decade older but the kind of life I live might as well have made me ancient.  
 
       “Hold on, Viper. You’ll be okay,” she whispers, gently stroking my shoulder and I like the way she says my name. Most people say it with venom on their tongue but it sounds like drippy, gooey syrup when coming from her. “The paramedics will take care of you. You’ll be in safe hands. They’re great guys.”  
 
       I tense. Great guys? What the fuck is that supposed to mean?  
 
       Lifting her face to the paramedics, she murmurs, “George, Felix...be careful with him. He’s been shot twice and I think it may be flesh wounds but he won’t let me look...”  
 
       “Do you know them?” I exhale between my teeth but I can feel myself weakening and my body hardens for me to retain my focus. I clasp the locket around Tamsin’s throat again. “Said do you know them?” I hiss and she looks at me helplessly, stunned by my reaction.  
 
       “Yes...yes, I know them. I work as a nurse. Oh be careful...” she adds when they move to put me on the stretcher. I let go of the locket and grab her wrist instead.  
 
       Nurse? She doesn’t look old enough. My head starts spinning again when I think of her coming into the hospital every day, surrounded by male patients...fucking doctors! They save lives but I will take theirs if they as much as shake her hand.  
 
       “Tamsin, you’re going to have to say goodbye to your friend,” one of the paramedics says. I clench my jaw, clasping her wrist harder and she squirms.  
 
       “He won’t let go of me,” Tamsin moans, trying to wiggle free but I give her a warning glance.  
 
       “You go where I go,” I rasp and her jaw slacks. I can feel the aggression rising in the paramedics and my lips pull over my teeth.  
 
       “Sir, release the lady immediately or we’re calling the cops over.” 
 
       A hiss rises in my throat and I’m prepared to make them pay for taking Tamsin’s name into their mouths and for trying to separate us when Tamsin cries,  
 
       “Don’t provoke him!” Her eyes carefully go to mine and she stutters, “He’s had a r...rough night. And I could come with you. I’m working the night shift anyway.”  
 
       That relaxes me somewhat and I nod at her, pleased at her cooperation and she shoots me a small smile. The paramedics grunt something but agree to the compromise and usher me into the ambulance. I don’t let go of Tamsin’s wrist, not until she’s inside with me and sitting next to me. Only then do I unclasp my fingers, and I check her skin to make sure I didn’t hold on too hard. When Tamsin catches me looking she gets an expression in her eyes as soothing as daylight but it quickly turns frantic.  
 
       “Drive as fast as you can,” she urges. “He has to survive.”  
 
       Her concern weakens the aggression in me but at the same time I want to chuckle. My angel has no idea about the things I’ve survived. Stabbings, worse gunshots than the ones I have now...It’s common in my lifestyle and nothing for the softhearted. The paramedics ask her something and she turns her head to reply but I let out a growl and she jumps, looking at me with wide eyes.  
 
       “What is it?” she breathes. “Are you in a lot of pain?”  
 
       I pretend to grimace. “Think I’m d...dying,” I choke, milking the situation to avert her attention from those fucking men and she turns white in the face.  
 
       “Oh hurry, hurry!” Her eyes go glassy and she angles her body toward me, ignoring everything else and it feels good to have her focus on me again. She shushes me, whispers in my ear that I’ll be alright and her breath hits my cheek. I imagine kissing her as I’ve never imagined kissing another woman before. I want it sweet with her. Tender. I never want her to look at me and accuse me of all the bad I’ve done in my life. I’m going to make Tamsin believe I’m a lot nicer than I am.  
 
       She’s going to have to follow me home, be introduced to my lifestyle though I’ll keep her protected from most of it. As soon as we locked eyes in that alley I knew she would be the girl I would give up my life for, the one who will birth my heirs and be the color in my black and white world. She has already given me so much, with one touch she can make a fire going in me and with one look I feel ready to crawl on the ground and give her whatever she wants. Even if she said she wanted a sword to use to cut my head off, I would oblige.  
 
       My life is hers and she can do whatever she wants with it.  
 
       The dark haired angel looks down at me, having no idea that the most powerful man in town from now on answers to her.  
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    Tamsin  
 
      
 
    Viper’s strong hand is around my wrist as he’s taken out of the ambulance, and he’s watching me with an expression that dares me to move away from him. How can he even have the energy to be this possessive? He should have fallen asleep a long time ago and I have never seen a man handle pain this well. I’ve been through medical school but if I didn’t know any better I would say that Viper is indestructible.  
 
       It’s still drizzling down from the sky as we run over to the entrance and a doctor comes running. Information about Viper’s condition is exchanged but I’m barely listening. I’m breathless from running and from the adrenaline I experienced this night but my eyes can’t leave Viper. He’s looking up at me like I’m his whole world. His face has paled and there’s a tremble to his mouth but he is so, so strong. The strength in him arouses me so hard, that I have to remind myself this is definitely not the time.  
 
       “Stay with me,” he says between his teeth, “you’re not allowed to get out of my sight.” 
 
       I promise him I won’t leave but once inside the hospital the turmoil, causes me to slide out of Viper’s grip and he lets out a snarl, trying to sit up and it takes several doctors and nurses to keep him down. He moves around so violently that he almost flips the stretcher.  
 
       “Tamsin,” he growls in a loud voice that causes all eyes on me and I blush, shrinking and wanting to melt into the walls. “Angel!”  
 
       Biting my nails, I powerlessly watch as they push him farther down the hallway and I force myself to stay put. Viper may want me with him but I’ll only be in the way. The doctors and nurses need to be able to focus if they’re going to save him. When I can’t see him anymore, I take a deep breath, open up a white door and disappear down a staircase into the changing room. I switch from my basic fast fashion clothes into my nurse uniform and my fingers tremble as I’m buttoning up. This whole night feels so incredibly surreal. I think I’ve just met the man I’m supposed to spend the rest of my life with and it’s obvious he’s a criminal.  
 
       Shoot. Why couldn’t he have been...I don’t know...a doctor?  
 
       Throwing a quick look in the mirror, I brush my hair out until it’s thick and fluffy, and then I pull it up into a knot. My eyes go down my throat, my cleavage, my arms, my legs and I feel a sharp flare of guilt at the unblemished skin. I walked out of that alley I had no place being in completely unharmed. Because Viper saw something in me he thought was worthy of that kind of protection. He didn’t even hesitate and at the memory of his virile body against mine, I hold down a moan as I grow soft. He has done something to me. Maybe there’s a reason why he’s called Viper and maybe his venom has entered me. I bite my lip and brace myself. Walking up the staircase, I step into the glaring lights and locomotion again.  
 
       One of my colleagues points out that I’m late. I murmur an excuse before she shoves a mug of coffee in my hand and a patient’s journal. The patient isn’t Viper which means I won’t be assisting in his healing. Putting the mug down, I try to focus on the words in front of me but I keep worrying about Viper. He told me in the ambulance he was in a lot of pain and I fear for him. What if he won’t make it...?  
 
       Black spots dance before my eyes and I gasp for air, shooting my hand out to steady myself on a chair. It’s okay, this is a great hospital. He’ll be fine. It takes me a moment to get everything under control and I blow a hair strand out of my face. I’m about to make my rounds when there’s a sound of something smashing and I turn around in surprise.  
 
       “What is going on?” I murmur and a nurse coming down the hallway hisses,  
 
       “Stay away from there. They just took in some crazy person who’s causing a hell of a ruckus.” Her eyes flare. “He even gave one of the doctors a nosebleed and he won’t stop fighting them...”  
 
       “Is it Viper Roz?” I breathe but I already know the answer. I run down the hallway and take to the right. Security is walking in front of me which means someone must have called for them. I get a lump in my throat when another colleague comes running down with tear streaks on her cheeks.  
 
       “Tamsin, what are you doing here?” she chokes, grabbing my arm and her nails dig into my skin. “You should hide, don’t let him see you...we can’t keep him under control. He’s freaking insane!”  
 
       “What is happening?” I ask and her eyes flare.  
 
       “He keeps asking for you, no he’s screaming... acting like a wild animal in a cage. I swear I’ve never seen anything like it. What the heck did you do to him...?”  
 
       She shakes her head as if it’s not worth it to wait for an answer and then takes off, murmuring something about getting more help. I hurry down the other end and that’s when I see Viper. He’s lashing out in the surgery room, wrecking the equipment and he has a ferocious expression on his face that even takes me off guard. He’s furious, fighting off the doctors and security that are desperately trying to keep him down while the nurses cower in the corners.  
 
       “Tamsin!” I hear him bellow and my heart squeezes at the desperation in his voice. “Tamsin! Where is she? Where the fuck is my woman?” he growls in their faces. He’s so out of control that I start fearing for everyone involved.  
 
       “Somebody get Tamsin Teller in here, right now!” one of the doctors roars but I’ve already walked through the door.  
 
       “I’m here, I’m here...” I croak and just like that Viper’s thrashing stops. He goes limp in their grip and I bite my lip to not start crying. “Viper, you’re hurting yourself...,” I moan in agony as he watches me with dazed eyes.  
 
       He’s exhausted and he should have been under anesthesia by now. When I reach my hand out he grabs it and pulls me to him so fast my sneakers make a screeching sound over the floor. And just like that I’m right by his side. An expression of relief floods him as he kisses the back of my hand, and something so hot and sharp cuts me that I almost faint.  
 
       His coat and shirt is off and I startle when I notice the tattoos. They’re eye catching but I forgot to pay attention to them in the chaos. At first I thought they were tribal tattoos but at a closer look I realize it’s runes. They slither like black ivy over his magnificent torso, so artistically well made that I want to trace them with my fingers or preferably my lips.  
 
       “He’s calm now. Finally,” the doctor mutters.  
 
       “You need to go to sleep now,” I murmur in Viper’s ear and I stroke the hair around his temples. “We need to get those bullets out of you.”  
 
       “You’re going to come with me,” he mutters as the anesthesia begins to kick in, “you are mine, ang...”  
 
       His lids flutter and he falls asleep, his grip around my hand flopping. I take a deep breath. What was he saying right before? That I was coming with him? Coming where? I blame it on him being delirious. As the surgery is about to begin, I slowly get out of the room. I’ve got work to do but I can’t help but to stop and look through the small window on the door. Even passed out and technically harmless, there’s still so much power running in him. I twitch when I feel a hand on my shoulder and it’s one of the security guards.  
 
       “Oh,” I breathe, shooting him a friendly smile. “You startled me.”  
 
       He doesn’t smile back. “You should be startled, Tamsin. Any woman in your situation should fear for her damn life.”  
 
       Leaning against the wall, I cross my arms over my chest. “What are you talking about?”  
 
       “That man in there,” he nods at the surgery room, “did you see the tattoos on his body?” When I say yes, he adds, “Do you know what they stand for?”  
 
       I shake my head but a dip forms in my stomach at the tone in his voice.  
 
       “They stand for the underworld. For ice and shadows.” A small gulp punches in his throat. “They stand for the Nordic Mafia.”  
 
       Gasping, I stare as confusion swims in me. “I’ve heard of them,” I whisper but I have never come in contact with them before. Never read anything about them in the news and only heard a few vague rumors until I almost believed it was just an urban legend. I’ve seen their symbols all over town though, an N with an upside down M intertwined. “Are you saying you think Viper is a member?”  
 
       “Didn’t say he’s a member.” Pause. “I think he’s their leader.”  
 
       Rubbing my temples, I try to control the emotions that overwhelm me. What the security guard is saying does make sense. The barbershop, the alley, the drop off...the shooting. Of course, it had mafia written all over it. Looking through the window again, I watch Viper being operated on and I hold down a choke.  
 
       “Shit...that look on your face. You’re not falling for him are you?”  
 
       Just for the sake of it, I shake my head. “I know what you’re thinking. You think he’s a bad man but to me he’s never been anything but good. And I’m not afraid of him. I trust him.”  
 
       “Dammit, don’t encourage this, Tamsin. You don’t want a man like that to corrupt a sweet little girl like you.”  
 
       “What I do and don’t do is my own business. But I appreciate the concern...”  
 
       “Yeah, yeah. Don’t come crying to me when you end up dead in a ditch.”  
 
       My veins fill with ice but temper just as quickly. He has no idea what he’s talking about. Being entangled with the Nordic Mafia isn’t something I ever thought would happen to me but Viper and I share a bond. I can feel it even now, boiling in me. He calls me his woman, his angel. The way he screamed for me made me feel so special and I have never been that crucial to another human. I know I shouldn’t indulge his cravings but I can’t help it. We’re meant to be. I know it and Viper definitely knows it and I feel overwhelmed again.  
 
       How did I even end up in this situation? I’m just a young nurse without any special credentials and now I’m the object of affection for Viper Roz. He’s the mafia king and he’s going to need a queen.  
 
       I gulp because as much as I want him, I don’t know how I’ll be able to step up to the task.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
       The surgery takes a couple of hours and once it’s over, I take a break from work to visit Viper. He drifts in and out of consciousness, his eyes warming whenever they land on my face. He murmurs incoherent words to me but they sound like promises. When it’s eight o’clock in the morning and I’m done for the day or should I say night, I check on Viper before leaving. His eyes are closed, his chest heaving and when nobody is looking I give him a quick kiss on the cheek.  
 
       I leave him peacefully sleeping, grateful that it turned out I was right and his injuries didn’t hit any important nerves or muscles. Back home in my apartment, I make myself something to eat, grab a quick shower and take a nap on the couch. Flinching when my phone rings, I groggily reach out with my hand and answer.  
 
       “Yes?”  
 
       “Tamsin, It’s Shea.” She’s one of my nurse colleagues. “Do you think you can come in earlier today by any chance?”  
 
       It’s nine o’clock. Three hours before I usually start.  
 
       “I suppose so,” I yawn and drag a hand through my messy hair. “Why?”  
 
       “Uh...that crazy ass Viking patient is throwing a fit again.”  
 
       “Oh no,” I gulp, sharply sitting up and I can already imagine the bedlam he’s causing. “I’m already on my way.”  
 
       “Thanks,” Shea mutters in relief and we finish the call. Blinking, I stumble into the bathroom, splash cold water in my face and I don’t walk to work this time but grab an Uber. Running through the hospital entrance, I can already hear him and the staff glance at me anxiously. I try to give them reassuring smiles but only catch disapproval in their eyes.  
 
       “Whoa, whoa...” I cry, running into Viper’s room, still in my outerwear. “What is going on?” Security is in here yet again and there’s a tray of untouched food in front of Viper. “You don’t like the food? I don’t blame you,” I joke in an attempt to cut through the tension.  
 
       Viper is the only one who chuckles but his eyes are anything but amused. They follow my every move and I hide a gasp when he sucks me in. I feel his essence plastering itself all over me, possessing me even while I’m several feet apart. His eyes are sexy, penetrating. They pin me down wherever I am and I love how they feel on me. People may think and say all kinds of things about him but I don’t care. 
 
       “It’s okay, I’ll take over from now,” I quickly tell the others and they leave the room so fast that wind hits me in the face. My eyes turn to Viper who doesn’t look even a little bit guilty. “Have you been bad?” I breathe.  
 
       “Would have been as docile as a kitten had you been here when I woke up,” he grits between his teeth. “Where were you, angel?”  
 
       “Home. Had to sleep, shower, eat...”  
 
       The agitation in him melts somewhat and now there’s a flash of guilt on his face. “I understand. You must take care of yourself first and foremost.”  
 
       At that I nod and glance at the door. “I’m going to have to leave for a second...”  
 
       “You just arrived,” he interrupts in a dark voice but I patiently finish,  
 
       “Need to change my clothes.”  
 
       He tenses and his eyes roam down my body. “And switch into your uniform?” When I nod again he adds, “Then hurry.” His fists tense as I sneak out of the room. I change clothes, hurrying and I make a mess in my eagerness to indulge Viper when I stop myself. Men like him are so used to getting what they want all the time that he’s probably forgotten what it’s like to be patient. A teasing smile crosses my face and I button up slowly, arrange my hair slowly, even chitchat a bit with the other nurses and then I calmly enter Viper’s room and his eyes narrow.  
 
       “What took you so long,” he grits between his teeth but when I shut the door, his fuming eyes move from my face down my body and I catch the shift in him. It’s like I’ve snapped my fingers and a look of utter need floods his eyes. “It was worth it though,” he slowly exhales, shifting and my jaw slacks when he moves his hand under the duvet and adjusts himself.  
 
       I flush and my heart ticks as I slowly walk over to him. “You must eat,” I murmur. “How else will you regain your health.” 
 
       “I regain my health by having you near. I don’t need anything but you in your little uniform doting on me.”  
 
       “If only that was true.” Reaching forward, I peel off the plastic on his blueberry jello and put it back down. “Please eat. I need to go and check upon some of my other patients...”  
 
       “Feed me.”  
 
       My eyes go to his in surprise. He’s massive, his hair is out of the braid and flaring down to his pecs like ribbons of silver. His arms are enormous with biceps like bowling balls. He didn’t get shot in his arms which means it’s not necessary that I feed him.  
 
       “You’re perfectly capable of doing it yourself,” I whisper and he puts his hand on my arm.  
 
       “Please...” he groans and I can’t say no to him. Grabbing a scoop of jello, I move it to his mouth and he opens and swallows. A triumphant and highly satisfied expression colors his face, and he seems even bigger than usual.  
 
       He’s so stimulating to my senses that I have to bite my lower lip to not let out a moan. Girls get lost in men like him. He’s a wild forest of birches that you run into, and then can’t get out because everything looks the same. Viper’s a labyrinth, a dark one and a part of me doesn’t care if I lose myself in him. I would rather be lost in him than found in some other man.   
 
       Does he know that I harbor these kinds of feelings for him? Can he tell by simply looking at my face? I feel myself going red and he rasps,  
 
       “I love it when you blush, angel. I’d pay you to blush on demand if I could.”  
 
       “Would you? I’ve always found the habit annoying. Too revealing, too obvious.”  
 
       “It’s what I like about you.” His eyes roam down my face. “It’s what endears you to me.”  
 
       Endears? “That’s a surprise. I always believed mobsters liked gold-diggers...” I slap a hand over my mouth when I realize what I’ve said. “Whoops...” his eyes darken and I stutter, “I mean you’re in the Nordic M...mafia aren’t you?”  
 
       His fists clench causing his biceps to swell like goodies baked in an oven. “You found out about that? Who told you?”  
 
       “Does it matter? It’s true isn’t it?” Most of his runes are hidden by his hospital clothes but his arms are still visible. “Besides it’s not like you’re making a huge effort keeping it a secret.” My hand shivers lightly when I move the jello to his mouth but he clasps it, to stop it from shaking.  
 
       “The life I lead has nothing to do with you, angel. I may be in the mafia but I’m also a man, with needs and wants. It’s them you need to worry about. Not what I do for a living.”  
 
       His words about me needing to pay attention to his needs make desire stir in me. “But, you’re the leader aren’t you? Your organization terrorizes this town.”  
 
       “We only go after the ones who deserve it, those who are even worse than us.” He lets out a masculine snort. “In our own way we’re even moral. One could practically even go so far and say I have a halo over my head.”  
 
       “Do you?” I squint really hard. “I can’t see it.”  
 
       Viper chuckles. “Tamsin...” he purrs, “do not tease me. Did I not after all take two bullets for you?”  
 
       I lick my lips. “Why did you do that...exactly?”  
 
       “Because I can’t stand seeing small, innocent things get hurt. I didn’t think, I reacted on pure instinct knowing that even if I can’t be this world’s hero, I need to at least be yours.”  
 
       Dropping the spoon I stare at him with wide eyes, at the sudden openness in him, at the vulnerability. I feel myself turn hot for him, my temperature rising and I gasp for air.  
 
       “Kiss me, angel,” Viper growls. “Been thinking about your mouth all day, now give it.”  
 
       “B...but someone could see. You’re still a patient and...Ah!” I shriek when Viper swipes the tray off the bed in one move, causing it to smash into the wall and he snatches me to him.  
 
       “Viper, your wounds!” I cry, plastered against his chest like a bookmark in a love story.  
 
       “Fuck the wounds,” he snarls. He clasps my face and looks at me with deranged eyes. “If you’re so concerned about my wellbeing then kill my pain.”  
 
       I have no other choice than to oblige and when he slants his lips over mine, I respond fiercely. Viper swallows me, like I’m the sea and he’s the monster that’s been lurking at the bottom all along. His muscles play underneath my chest, his mouth hungering for me as if I’m the last meal he’ll ever have. There’s deadliness in him but his kiss is devotion.  
 
       Us being intimate like this causes his pulse to speed up and the oximeter starts popping. Viper slams his hand down on it and I cry against his lips,  
 
       “You’re ruining the equipment!”  
 
       He doesn’t care. His hands are full of me, of my flesh, of my curves. They slide over my neck, down my back, cupping my ass before digging into my waist. He rips open the first three buttons in my uniform and I moan when I feel his mouth on the hollow of my throat. I turn into sweet liquid in his arms, cradling his head as he kisses me so softly that nothing has ever felt more right. More special. This is what Viper Roz does to me. He grabbed my world into a chokehold and now he’s in control of it. And he doesn’t make it feel dark or vicious. He makes it feel better.  
 
       There’s something good in this man and I can feel it in his touch when he cups my neck. The anticipation for our kiss has been building up for so long that my arousal is unbearable. Our bodies are flushed against one another and I’m close to turning into a pile of liquid. This man owns me, and I pump with my hips in the air automatically while rubbing my chest against his.  
 
       I thought I was going to regret following him that night but now I’m terrified of what would have happened if I hadn’t. Our paths never would have crossed and the thought makes me frantic and I plead, “I need this to never stop.”  
 
       “It never will. Try and get rid of me and I’ll maul this whole town to the ground.” He pulls away to look in my eyes and his eyes aren’t steel anymore; they’re ash and smoke, obscure from his chaotic emotions. “You know I have the power to. You know what I can do.”  
 
       “Yes,” I whimper, “I know you’re powerful but please don’t be destructive,” I urge.  
 
       Something fierce crosses his face and this time his kiss burns so hard it steals my heart and puts it on top of his. They beat together. For us. For this kiss. And I feel not entirely like myself. I’m panting so hard that it feels like I’m going to run out of oxygen when the kiss fades.    
 
       “I knew before but this settles it...” Viper says in a dazed voice. “No compromises, no objections, no fighting me, angel.”  
 
       “What are you talking about?” I moan and I can’t tear my eyes from his lips because they’re the true weapon in his arsenal.  
 
       “About you and me.” He strokes my hair, petting me as if he thinks I’ve been good. “Us.”  
 
       That sounds so delicate, so frail when he says it and I put my hand down on his chest, careful not to touch the bandages but then I turn worried. “Your h...heart. I’m not comfortable with how hard it’s beating.”  
 
       “I am. For the first time in my life, I no longer feel like a dead man walking.”  
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    Viper  
 
      
 
    Tamsin lifts her head and her eyes are glassy. They flicker like diamonds as if they’re trying to reflect a treasure. But I’m no treasure, too rusty and tainted for that but that doesn’t mean I don’t like the way she looks at me. I still feel the taste of her in my mouth and our kiss increased my attraction to her even more until all I want is to get her out of here and into my manor. There are walls there, there’s no risk of anyone walking in and looking at what’s mine.  
 
       In my manor, she will be in her place. Her existence will orbit around me, mine will orbit around her. Once everything is settled it will be perfection. She glances at the wall, murmuring something to herself and she gives me a scolding glance,  
 
       “Look at the mess you made,” she says, bending down but I don’t like to see her cleaning. I tell her to leave it but she shakes her head. “I’m an employee you know. This is my job.”  
 
       And I don’t like the job she has. She can’t stay at this hospital, not when she’s surrounded by a high number of men daily. Why couldn’t there be a women’s hospital? If Tamsin had been the nurse to a bunch of ladies I wouldn’t have mind, but I can’t risk anyone harboring dirty fantasies about her.  
 
       Only I can fantasize about her in that way and I let out an impatient growl.  
 
       “Stop moving around and let me look at you.”  
 
       Her eyes widen and she drops the tray on a table, clasping her hands behind her back. I can’t get enough of her. I love everything, her plain white sneakers, the white dress that’s supposed to be conservative but somehow manages to get my blood roasting. Her hair is glossy and thick, her eyes sensual and I can tell by the way she carries herself that her body is nothing but tits and ass, created to reduce a man to tears. I can’t wait to peel her little dress off her and take a good look at her slit. She will feel so good when I use her and I grind my jaw.  
 
       How could I have lived a life without her? It’s a mystery I lasted this long all on my own. She gives me so much meaning that my life of crime doesn’t excite me anymore. It no longer gets me going to think about the work in the shadows. Now I think of my work as something pointless and my true purpose is to watch Tamsin capture the light and ask her to share it.  
 
       “You would share with me wouldn’t you?” I rasp and she raises her brows as if she has no idea what I’m talking about. “Your light?”  
 
       “I would share everything with you,” she whispers. “How could I not? After what you’ve done for me.”  
 
       So she feels indebted? It’s the last thing she should feel because she doesn’t owe me anything, but I’m not going to argue. A part of me likes the idea of her feeling like she owes me.  
 
       When there’s a knock on the door, she jerks. “It’s probably the other nurses. I’ve been in here a long time, I have other patients...” She lunges for the door like the self-sacrificing girl she is but slams it shut just as quickly and looks at me with flaring eyes. “Viper, there’s a giant and scary man waiting outside.”  
 
       I breathe out. “Let him in. It’s my underboss.”  
 
       Dolph comes barging into the room and Tamsin cowers up against the wall and I understand what she’s feeling. Dolph isn’t exactly a beauty queen.  
 
       “Are you ready?” he asks and I nod. He moves to help me up when Tamsin interferes. Her brows curve and she has a bossy streak around her mouth that I haven’t seen before.  
 
       “Uh...what is it that you think you’re doing? Let go of him immediately.” 
 
       She doesn’t get a response from either of us and she turns red in the face. “Did you hear what I said? Let go of my patient or I’m calling security!” Tamsin runs for the door while Dolph moves to stop her and I hiss similar to a cobra,  
 
       “Do not fucking touch her.”  
 
       My voice fills the room like a shadow and both Tamsin and Dolph freeze. I calmly look up at my underboss. “Not a finger on her. I don’t even want a hair from your head to land on her, understand?” Dolph nods, moving to help me again and Tamsin’s jaw slacks.  
 
       “This is madness. You can’t leave the hospital, Viper. You’re supposed to be here for at least six more days...”  
 
       “I can’t stay, angel. I have many enemies. In this hospital I am weak, vulnerable. I’ll be safer in my own headquarters.”  
 
       “You’re just leaving then?” She looks stunned before sadness flickers in her eyes. “I thought we’d at least have a little more time together.”  
 
       “Who says we won’t. You’re coming with me.”  
 
       Fidgeting with her hands, Tamsin throws me a helpless glance. “What?”  
 
       “He said you’re coming with us, now move,” Dolph barks and I make a c-grip around his throat.  
 
       “Gentle,” I snarl between my teeth, “when you talk to her you will do so gently.”  
 
       Dolph gasps for air, his eyes rolling back in his head until his whites show and Tamsin shudders.  
 
       “Careful...” she pleads, “he didn’t mean to be rude.”  
 
       If she wants me to let go then I’ll let go. Besides, I think that Dolph has learned his lesson.  
 
       “Thank her,” I say and Dolph’s eyes widen as he looks at Tamsin who looks just as shocked.  
 
       “Thank you,” he grits and her face colors. “Now will you be so kind and follow me and Roz to the car?”  
 
       Wrapping her arms around her body, Tamsin murmurs, “But my shift isn’t over yet. There’s still four hours left.”  
 
       So loyal to her duty. She needs to be loyal to me and I need to figure out a way to get her to oblige.  
 
       “I won’t survive without you, angel.” I put on a suffering expression on my face. “Someone needs to look after my wounds.”  
 
       Biting her lip, she nods. “I’ll go for a little while. Only because you need me to.” She gives me a smile but I can still sense the hesitation in her. I’m going to have to squeeze that hesitation out of her and I think I already have an idea. It’s not a bad one.  
 
       Truth is we could use someone like her. I assess her, looking into her intelligent eyes, thinking about her quick hands and the softness in her heart. In fact she’ll even be...perfect.  
 
       We walk into the hallway and only a few ceiling lights are lit. It’s night and most patients are asleep. Throwing a look over my shoulder I make sure Tamsin is following. It hurts to turn around like that and I grimace involuntarily. When Tamsin sees my agony, she runs up to me and starts walking beside me. I soften, nearly turn to mush and I bend down and give her a kiss on her fragrant head. A small smile flashes on her face and our fingers interlace. We pass the counter but there’s no nurse sitting there.  
 
       I frown when Tamsin quickly jumps behind the counter and she gives me a quick look. “Just signing you out. If this is what you really want.” When I tell her it is, she slowly shakes her head to herself and I know she doesn’t like this but this is mob life. Outside, the black car is waiting for us.  
 
       Tamsin slides in through the back and I do the same. Dolph gets behind the wheel and throws us a stunned look but I tell him to keep his eyes on the road. I know what he’s thinking. We don’t have women on the compound. If any of us wants to enjoy one, it’s done outside. Our compound is considered sacred to many of us and those allowed in have to go through excruciating rituals to prove themselves worthy.  
 
       In Tamsin’s case she’s already proved she’s worthy. She proved it in that alley, trying to help me and fuck...coming across someone like that is difficult these days. I’m still not convinced she’s not an actual enchanted being, and I clasp her hand and her skin is a bit cold as if she’s nervous. There’s no need. She will be well taken care of, treated like a queen but her eyes are still wide as we drive out on the highway.  
 
       To someone like me it’s unbelievable to have someone like her close. She’s everything my dirty dreams were made of as a teen, a fantasy come to life only that she’s better. Tamsin is real. And I can’t help but worry in the back of my mind if this is some kind of a trick. Judging by the life I’ve led, the universe should be punishing me not rewarding me with a gift. My fadir used to say that bad men never get what they want, they take it. But my chosen one is willing. I can tell by the softness in her body, the way she tries to scoot closer to me even though it makes her bite her lip as if she doesn’t want to come across as too needy.  
 
       Her seatbelt prevents her from doing what she wants and I turn to her. Her jaw relaxes and she drags a breath. “Are you okay? In pain?”  
 
       “Very,” I reply because my cock is killing me. I’ve never heard of anyone dying from a hard on but it sure feels like I’m pretty close.  
 
       “Put your head in my lap,” Tamsin whispers. “Maybe it’ll help.”  
 
       Lay down in her lap? It’s a submissive move. Men like me don’t do submission but I like the idea of my face on her thighs. Giving her a slow look, I lay down and the pressure in my head instantly leaves me. She was right. This is helping. When she starts stroking my hair I let out a low moan. Dolph throws me a look in the rearview mirror. Luckily for him, he kept his eyes on me and not on Tamsin’s thighs.  
 
       Goosebumps rise on my neck when she rakes her fingers down my temples and I shudder. It’s hard though, being this close to her femininity and not lap at her in firm and long strokes. Tamsin squirms but I clamp my hands down her thigh, before she makes me spread her cheeks and force my way into her. I grow hot at the thought of her distressed face in need, her hands yanking me close as she tells me to go faster, harder, when she tells me to suck her. My eyes roll back in my head.  
 
       “You’re getting so warm,” Tamsin says anxiously. “Are you having a fever?”  
 
       “Fever for you,” I groan. “You have no idea what you do to me.” A part of me wants to shamelessly lock her up somewhere and use her until my fixation for her subsides but that’s the difficult part. I don’t think it can subside. It rushes in me more ferocious than hale in the middle of the winter and to the point where everything physically hurts. “I will never let you go, Tamsin Teller. How do you like the sound of that?”  
 
       She hesitates. “I don’t know. You’ve been in surgeries, pumped full of drugs...you’re probably not even sure of what you’re saying.”  
 
       “No? You may think my mind is confused but my body is crystal clear.” I pull my coat aside and she lets out a frantic sound at the sight of my bulge. I’ll burst through the seam any second now and I use the coat to hide my arousal again. “Any more doubts?” I rasp and she bites her lip and shakes her head.  
 
       Finally, she understands. I knew she would. And once I have her under me, I’m going to praise the hell out of her for being so yielding, so non-resistant, and so very much...mine.  
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    Our car drives past intricate iron gates where guards with rifles wait outside and my eyes widen. This is...unnerving. We stop in front of a manor that looks like something out of a movie and it’s seated on a small but prominent hill. Three stories high, there are towers at each corner of the manor, reaching to the sky and I stretch my head when I catch glimpses of what seems to be a park at the back.  
 
       “Tamsin...?” Viper says gently and I shift and turn to him. There’s a somewhat amused look on his face. “We’re here.” He strokes my cheek with his knuckles and I have a feeling my throat is turning red.  
 
       “I’ll help you out of the car,” I stutter and Dolph grunts something but I ignore him. He’s about as smooth as a bull in a china shop and frankly not that careful. I don’t want him to accidentally hurt Viper. But Viper doesn’t wait for me, he’s already out of the car with a strange look on his face and I stop, looking up at him in surprise. “What is it?”  
 
       “Nothing. Except that you’re too good for me.”  
 
       Shaking my head, I look down because that’s not true. He takes my hand and leads me into the house. People that look both like staff and guards stare at us. They seem shocked, making me feel self-conscious and Viper notices my confusion, rasping,  
 
       “We don’t bring women around here. You’ll probably find this place somewhat...harsh but you are free to change everything to your liking.”  
 
       I stop, staring at him. Huh? Change everything to my liking? Is he expecting me to stay at this mob compound for a long time? A long time as in forever? Viper doesn’t pay a lot of attention to my surprise but reaches for me and practically drags me through the rest of the house. He seems to be in a hurry somewhere.  
 
       “Please, I’d really like a quick round tour,” I murmur because I’ve always been like that. If I don’t know my environment well enough, I won’t be able to relax. As a kid, I even had a hard time with sleepovers. Viper lets out a hiss between his teeth but he nods. He leads me through a large dining area, a clean and a little sterile kitchen, pool room and a glorious library. Well...glorious apart from all the stuffed animals and there seems to be a penchant for the northern ones, grey wolves, arctic foxes and lynxes... 
 
       We walk farther down the hall, until we stop at a door and Viper opens it up. “This is our bedroom,” he rasps. “Make yourself at home.”  
 
       Throwing a look at him, I murmur, “Ours?”  
 
       He nods. “You’re staying here. I’m not letting you go back to that hospital again.”  
 
       “But what about my work?” I gulp. “I’m a nurse and I’ve worked hard for my degree. I’m not ready to let that go.”  
 
       Viper gets a shrewd look on his face. “Don’t worry, you won’t. From now on you will be our nurse.”  
 
       I stare at him. “What does that mean?”  
 
       “It means that a lot of my men get hurt on a regular basis. You’ll tend to them, provide them with your services and in return I will reward you greatly.” He licks his lips. “You can get whatever you want, angel. There’s no limit.”  
 
       My head spins as I look around the room. It’s dripping with a severe, cutting elegance which is why I don’t know why I feel like I belong. I’m not in my element and yet Viper doesn’t have any qualms about making me the nurse to the mob. My eyes trail off to the corner and I let out a surprised squeak,  
 
       “Is that what I think it is?” I run over to the suitcase, rummage through it and find my clothes and some other stuff I’ll need. I look up at Viper in astonishment but he shrugs.  
 
       “I had my maid pack it for you.”  
 
       “How did she enter my apartment?” I ask and when he throws me a silent glance I murmur, “Never mind.” Should I be more upset at him? I’m not sure but thing is that I can’t. He’s in pain right now because of me and I keep getting flashbacks of what happened in the alley, the way his body shook and the way he gritted his teeth because he refused to move. I wouldn’t even be breathing right now if it wasn’t for him. Getting up from my kneeling position, I glance at him.  
 
       “There’s just one bed in this room,” I say and Viper leans against the bedpost.  
 
       “I know. That’s the whole point.”  
 
       “I’m not sleeping in it with you tonight,” I add and Viper looks like he’s about to choke on something. “I’ll be afraid of rolling over and hurting you. And...and I’m a kicker and you’ll keep waking up in the middle of the night.”  
 
       “I’ll take those interruptions and use them to make love to you.”  
 
       My body flashes hot. It’s what I want. Be in that big bed with him, squirm my body under his hand until he touches the right spot. But I wasn’t lying when I said I’d be wary of hurting him. And making love to me is out of the question. He has lost so much energy and he should still be in the hospital!  
 
       “Is there another room I can use?” I ask, looking at him beneath my lashes and he grinds his jaw.  
 
       “Only this one, apart from the attic or the dungeon.” His eyes harden before I catch a rare reluctance to compromise. “Follow me.” 
 
       Grabbing a pair of silk shorts and a matching tank top, I follow, hoping he won’t actually take me to a dungeon. He doesn’t, because of course he wouldn’t do that. Instead, he takes me to a smaller guestroom with a view over the park.  
 
       Out of all the rooms, this one is probably the warmest and most feminine.  
 
       “This is great,” I murmur and when I turn around, I realize Viper is a lot closer than I thought. It’s how he moves, silently like a panther which is impressive considering his size. I gasp when I feel his hands on my shoulders. His breath tickles my ear and he’s so tall that he needs to bend down extensively.  
 
       “Let me at least undress you for bed,” he rasps and I nod. My heart speeds up when his fingers go to the buttons and he’s taking his time, going so slow that I start to heavily pant. His hand slides down my bare belly before he pulls aside the uniform, leaving me standing in only my bra and panties. I bite my lip when he palms the lacy cups, kissing his way down my throat and unclasps my bra. At the sight of my breasts, he lets out a possessive, animalistic growl.  
 
       “Tits made to bring me to my knees and keep me there. You’re a ruthless little girl, angel,” he adds, bringing my mouth to his and his tongue slides over my lips. He pushes me toward the bed, my hands landing on the duvet while Viper’s hands land on my buttocks. He gropes it, while I squirm and automatically swirl my hips around and he lets out a grunt of appreciation.  
 
       My eyes flare when I catch him about to unbuckle his pants and I sit down, whispering, “No lovemaking, remember? As your nurse I have to be responsible.”  
 
       “You won’t be my nurse for long,” he warns, “already I’m plotting on how to make you my wife.” He bends down and my mouth opens in surprise when he moves my legs aside. “May I?”  
 
       I nod even though I’m not sure what he’s referring to. My hot cry erupts in the room when he buries his nose against the fabric of my undies.  
 
       “Fuck,” he curses, between groans that make my mound vibrate, “your little pussy has been soaking in these all day long.” He tugs at the fabric with his teeth and his eyes are dark. “I’m jealous.” 
 
       “D...don’t be...” I pant, and he gives me a glowering glance as if nothing I say can make him think that us not sleeping with each other is a good idea.   
 
       Slowly withdrawing, he grabs my shorts and tank top and helps me put them on. When he presses his lips against mine, I feel a rush of desire in my body. I don’t trust myself much longer with him and I murmur,  
 
       “I’ll see you in the morning.”  
 
       Straightening, his steely eyes flare but he gives my cheek a stroke and then he leaves. I look at the closed door and I’m already tempted to run after him. Suppressing the urge, I crawl beneath the covers and sleep comes quickly.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Stretching, with my eyes still closed, the first thought that pops into my mind is Viper. I’m in his house, in one of his beds and a smile crosses my face. I blink, opening my eyes and twitch. Viper is sitting on a chair in the corner, watching me with a possessive look in his eyes. And he’s wearing the same clothes as yesterday... 
 
       “You didn’t even go to sleep,” I cry and he shakes his head.  
 
       “Couldn’t. Not when you were in here, rubbing on my sheets. I watched you sleep all night.” 
 
       That explains his bloodshot eyes. “You shouldn’t have. You must be exhausted. This was so not the nurse’s orders.”  
 
       Viper’s not even listening. “Do you have any idea how stunning you look when you’ve just woken up?” he asks in that smoky voice of his.  
 
       Getting out of bed, I coax my finger at him and he raises his brows in surprise. “I need to check your wounds. Where do you have your medical kit?”  
 
       “Dolph will bring it,” he rasps, watching me with a stunned expression as if I keep on surprising him.  
 
       Five minutes later, we’re in his room and he’s lying on his bed with his shirt off. He looks at me without blinking and plays with the ends of my hair while I clean him up. When I’m done, he twists my hair around his fist as I make a move to get up and I gasp.  
 
       “Viper you have to rest. There’s a risk you’ll collapse if you don’t.”  
 
       “If I sleep, I won’t be able to see you.”  
 
       “Please listen to me...” I bite my lips, “you’re white as a sheet.” I’ve never fussed this much over anyone but his stubbornness is infuriating. “I won’t sleep with you until you rest.”  
 
       “I could seduce you into it.” He moves to snatch me but I let out a yelp and chase for the exit. I shoot him a smile but shiver because it seems like he’s fuming and then I close the door. Outside I take a deep breath. It’s harder to say no to a mobster than I thought. Down in the kitchen I have breakfast, stuffing my face full of fresh fruit and pastries the chef had made for me but I get interrupted by the maid.  
 
       “Mr. Roz keeps asking for you.” Her face blushes. “He wants you with him upstairs.”  
 
       “Tell Mr. Roz he needs to take my advice first,” I murmur and flip a page in the newspaper. There’s an article about what happened in the alley but it’s a tiny one, so small that nobody will pay any attention. Once I’m done with breakfast, I wash up after myself even though the maid says she’ll do it but then she smiles at me as if appreciating the gesture. Drying the dishes, I’m busy putting them back on the shelf when I notice a giant man in the corner of my eye. He doesn’t say anything, just stares at me with bitterness.  
 
       I ignore him and walk out of the kitchen and roam down the hallway, and let out a squeak of surprise when I notice there’s a movie room. And a popcorn machine! Flipping through the selection, my eyes widen in surprise when there are even movies that aren’t out in the cinema yet. Walking out again, I take to the left but notice a figure moving behind me and I look back.  
 
       It’s him again. The man who was watching me down in the kitchen and I clench my fists.  
 
       “Stop stalking me”, I cry and he growls back,  
 
       “It’s my job.”  
 
       My jaw slacks. “Viper wants eyes on me even in his own house?”  
 
       The guard curtly nods and I roll my eyes. Oh my goodness, Viper truly is something else. He’s being way overprotective and I’m not sure what he thinks will happen in his own home but I know better than to protest. The guard follows me around like a shadow everywhere I choose to explore. At first I don’t mind so much but after a while, it starts to get on my nerves. I excuse myself by going into the bathroom and then sneak out again when he’s not looking.  
 
       It feels good to get rid of him and I walk over to the window and glance with longing at the pool that’s in the middle of the park. I could use a dip. There are some clouds on the sky but it was a long time since I went for a swim. Besides, maybe the cold water will help soothe the fire I feel on the inside...  
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    Viper 
 
      
 
    She refused to come up. Even after I had sent the maid for her. I pace like an animal in a cage in my room. I’m furious...and so turned on that it feels like I’m about to explode. My angel gave me orders. Had it come from a man, I would have slit his throat on the spot but somehow she makes everything sound appealing. She has a way to make her little commands sound softer than a nursery rhyme. Cursing, I get into bed because if this is what she wants then I guess I’m going to have to oblige.  
 
       Squeezing my eyes, I groan when I’m flooded with images of her from last night. She has a funny way of sleeping, on her stomach and with her butt sticking out. It took all I had to not bite into one of her cheeks and hear her shocked little gasp. Licking my lips, I imagine exploring her every crook and nook and my erection scrapes against the sheet. It’s been hell walking around with that thing. There’s so much need accumulated in it that I’ll probably bust as soon as Tamsin breathes on me.  
 
       One hour. That’s the amount of sleep I’m able to gain, before I’m up again and stab my legs into a pair of sweatpants and walk out of the door. Dolph is right outside and his eyes do a double take when he sees me.  
 
       “What?” I growl and he jerks his head.  
 
       “Nothing. It’s just the first time I’ve seen you looking like you don’t want to murder someone.”  
 
       He’s probably right because all I pretty much want to murder is Tamsin’s little pussy. I search for her, thinking that I’ll maybe find her in the movie room watching action flicks because she told me she liked those but she’s not there. I call her name several times and when I don’t get an answer, the more my agitation rises.  
 
       She doesn’t even seem to be in the house.  
 
       “Maybe she’s out by the pool,” Dolph drawls but I shake my head. There was no bikini or bathing suit in her suitcase and Tamsin wouldn’t dream of bathing naked. Not when I would drown any man around simply because they could walk in on her. But the closer I come to the open windows on the bottom floor, the more my suspicions arise and then I catch a splashing in the pool. She looks like she’s having a hell of a time, her body flipping like a dolphin and I clench my fist.  
 
       Don’t get pissed. At least she’s safe.  
 
       In the corner of my eye, I catch a movement and my head swats. One of the guards is hiding behind a couple of tall plants, watching her. I didn’t give him orders to watch her. I ordered my men to make themselves invisible. A leaf jerks and I see red when I notice his hand down his pants. Grabbing Dolph’s gun out of the holster, I march up to the guard and fire a shot straight to the back of his head and he falls face down.  
 
       The gun had a silencer and Tamsin is diving underwater, facing away from the house. She didn’t notice anything.  
 
       Dragging a ragged breath, I rasp, “Get rid of the body. And get someone to clean up the mess. I don’t want Tamsin to notice.”  
 
       “Yes, boss.”  
 
       I give him his gun back. “And Dolph if I ever catch you spying on Tamsin like he did, you’ll meet the same fate.”  
 
       Dolph nods and I march over to the pool. I move to stand at the edge of it as Tamsin comes up gasping for air and she jostles when she sees me. Her green eyes flare.  
 
       “Up already?”  
 
       “And just in time. You decided to take a swim I see.” She nods and I grit out, “Wearing nothing but skimpy underwear. Angel, you could have been seen.”  
 
       “It’s a sports bra and boxer briefs,” she says. “It doesn’t count and the water looked so good and I couldn’t resist.” She glances at me. “You’re not angry are you?” Pushing off the edge, she rises out of the pool like my own personal nymph and my jaw slacks at her exquisiteness. Droplets of water shimmer on her, like her body is jewelry and I want her draped all over me. Tamsin may think her bra and briefs are simple, practical ones but they make my blood boil.  
 
       I scoop her up in one possessive move and her mouth falls open and I stare into her eyes. “I need you. Now or I’ll go crazy.”  
 
       Biting her lip, she nods and it’s all I need. I’m too impatient to take her up to my bedroom and decide to go for the pool house. Shutting the door, I seize her mouth and drag her bra over her head. Her hair falls in a mess around her tanned shoulders and her breasts jiggle, eager for the attention of my mouth. I lock my lips around one of her nipples. She moans, lifting her hips and helping me take off the rest and I inhale. Her slit is a work of art, swollen and eager for a quick orgasm.  
 
       When I slide my finger down the seam she shivers. She’s lust and nervousness and everything in between and I have to make this good for her. I want her to be needy. I want her to wake me up in the middle of the night and ask for a slow fuck. Moving her toward the bed, I gently push her down. Her breasts bounce and she lets out a squeal as a playful glimmer covers her eyes. Tugging at my sweatpants, I remove them until we’re both naked, no clothes in the way and I’m so greedy for her it’s a struggle to rein myself in.  
 
       She looks so chaste, so perfect lying against white sheets and it feels like I’m about to commit a crime for doing this. Her hands clutch the sheets, her raven hair spread out until it forms a black halo and she’s so silky and pink between her legs that I want to ravage her and never stop.  
 
       “Viper,” she whispers before I’m about to lunge at her and I freeze, “you won’t be too rough on me will you?”  
 
       “Rough?”   
 
       Her eyes go to my shaft. “You’re big. B...bigger than I thought you’d be. I’m not sure how this will work without getting out of hand.”  
 
       If it gets out of hand, I’ll make sure she enjoys it. “We’ll fit, I’ll make sure we do. And besides…” I clamp down on her thighs, “You’ll like it because all I care about is treating this little pussy right…”  
 
       I slide my fingers over her slit, causing her to tremble but she is glistening so much and I know that as soon as I penetrate her deeper, she will beg me not to stop.  
 
       Her lashes shadow her cheeks, wrecking my heart when I realize that she will always be mine. I trail kisses up her leg and she moans. She’s so glossy, it’s making her fidgety but she’s candy-coated like this. She’s everything I’ll ever want.   
 
       “Viper, I think I’m about to s...soak your sheets.”  
 
       Those words make a hunger for her burn in my throat until I have a wildfire raging in my chest. Choking down a growl, I push my fingers further inside of her to soak her up and she wriggles, her little body having a hard time taking the intensity. She tries to squirm but she isn’t going anywhere and I lock her down and give her more.   
 
       As she gets used to me toying with her she begins to wriggle on my hand, racing on it like a good little mobster pleaser. Her curves move sexily as she’s making sure I hit all the right spots and it’s spurring me on.  
 
       “Viper…” she whimpers, her fingers digging into my hair and I tear her innocence into pieces and she screams, nearly rips my hair out with her fingers. Her thighs quiver and she looks like the hottest, most helpless thing in the world. That’s better… 
 
       I pull away and she’s still moaning, her eyes fixated on my shaft and it hardens even more under her green gaze.  
 
       “My turn? Can I?” she whispers and since I’m about to break, I only nod. She crawls over to me, her heavy tits hanging. I cup them in my own hand, squeezing until I know she feels both pleasure and pain.    
 
       “You can do whatever you want.” I reach around my shaft, directing it between her naughty lips and her innocent mouth moves like a little pro. If she keeps doing that, I’m gonna come all over her beautiful face. She’s unable to take all of me, stroking most of me with her caring hands and her enthusiasm is killing me.  
 
       I grind my teeth because I don’t want to come in her mouth, so I push her back onto the bed again. When I get on top of her, her eyes flare and she licks her lips.   
 
       “What about protection? I’m not on the pill.” 
 
       “You think you need protection from this?” I rasp, cupping myself. “From me? From what I need to give you?”  
 
       She releases her lip then carefully shakes her head. If only she knew how much I want her. I’m trying to be patient with her, gritting my teeth as soon as I push past her silkiness and she moans a little, but because she has been sufficiently aroused, she spreads her thighs to cradle me.   
 
       Oh, fuck... 
 
       Can’t stand it anymore and I plummet into her, claiming what’s mine. I try to slow down. This is my time with her. I’m stretching her but she’s so tight, trying to push me back out and I grind my jaw. 
 
       “That’s too much,” she cries out and my heart clenches. I should slow down but the tight hold she has on me is toying with my willpower.  
 
       “Can’t stop,” I grate, my arms shaking and sweat is breaking out on my forehead. “You’ve made me an addict.” I thrust into her while she withers, her head thrashing, her nails digging into my back. In my haze I bend down, taking her large nipple in my mouth, tugging on it and she begins to soften.  
 
       “That’s it, my good girl,” I whisper while nuzzling her. “Give in to me it will be easier.”  
 
       She nods and I ache for her, for her dependence. I pin her down with my both hands as I pound into her and I feel her greedily squeezing me, eagerly trying to drain me and the acceptance almost kills me. Rain starts to fall, hammering on the windows and the smell of it seeps into the pool house, mixing with the smell of girl sweat on Tamsin’s damp skin. I leave pink marks on her complexion, on her hips and her waist while she writhes and struggles to take more of me. Her tightness squeezes me, her moans coming out like little choked breaths.  
 
       She pants and cries out when I bruise her lips but the look in her eyes is wild and misty with lust. I grab her tighter, snarling that I’ll never let her go and I wrench her up and down, plunging so far into her that my mind goes blank. Her teeth bite into my shoulder and she grazes her nails over me, making me grunt louder until I’m thrashing her like she’s my specially made for me toy.  
 
       Our bodies grind, working toward zenith and she’s cooperative, greedy and squeals when she bounces up and down on me with a wet, open mouth and juicy little tits that spring to our rhythm. I want her to shatter, I want her to feel what I feel.  
 
       “Have you ever known something like this?” I grit between my teeth and she shakes her head and her words come out shaky as she struggles to speak.  
 
       “You k...know I haven’t.”  
 
       “And you never will,” I growl and roll her over again. Her legs go around my hips, hooking me in place and I want to roar from how much she is pleasing me. The look in her eyes drifts from shock to immense pleasure and she’s unsure of how to take this, needs me to teach her and I do, angling her hips in a way that will allow me to thrust deeper and she moans.  
 
       Cupping her neck, I force our mouths to meet and she can barely kiss me back. I want my venom in her. I want her to feel what it is that I am and let it sink deep into her with a satisfied sigh. Inside of her, my venom represents no danger, only a bond so strong that she won’t ever be able to push it out.  
 
       Am I evil for corrupting something as good as her?  
 
       Yes.  
 
       And yet, it’s what I have searched my whole life for. Now that I have it in my bed, I can stop searching. and I have never felt more powerful or more alive than in this moment. 
 
       “Don’t stop, keep doing it like that,” she whimpers, her eyes closed in euphoria, her whole body shaking, every single one of her curves shivering.   
 
       “Do what?” I say in her ear. “Tell me what you want.”  
 
       Her head thrashes and her mouth opens in a frustrated squeal. “Fuck me with your big cock. Please!”  
 
       “Like this?” I make sure that the base of my shaft smashes against her sweet spot, over and over whipping that orgasm out of her until she gives me everything. Sweat glistens on her skin, her thighs closing in on me to keep her man in place.     
 
       Her arms cling to me and she’s letting out frantic little moans. Tamsin is about to come for me and I take her over the edge, until she screams my name and I ejaculate inside of her. I collapse on top of her and the panting sounds she’s still making, make my heart ache. I twirl her hair around my fist, tugging a little until she gives me a wet kiss and she sighs. That little sigh...it quenches my biggest fear and now I know I’ll be able to make her happy for the rest of our lives.  
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    Tamsin  
 
      
 
       I carefully pull away from Viper and he’s so big I doubt I’ll ever manage to look at his shaft and not jerk in surprise. I’ve just lost my virginity but I still feel like I’m in over my head. I stare at him, at the violence of him and he looks like such a force of destruction that I swallow.  
 
       “I need you again,” he demands after a couple of minutes and I bite my lip. Again? But we just... 
 
       “Are you sure?” I murmur, stroking his arm and his muscles ripple under my touch. “Aren’t you spent?”   
 
       He gives me a long look, tender like he wants to cherish me forever, despite the agitation he feels. “Can’t get enough of you. I’m going to need so much from you. You understand?”  
 
       I nod and he rasps,  
 
       “Are you slick?”  
 
       I jerk when he probes me, feeling my arousal for himself and his eyes flash.  
 
       “Come here, my sweet.”  
 
       I inch closer to him. He’s staring at me as if he’s going to gulp me down, and I squirm and whimper as I scoot down the bed.   
 
       “Closer,” he bites out and I’m breathing so harshly, the sound is loud in my ears, the only thing overpowering it is the rain that has begun to fall, smattering against the windows. “You’ve...I can’t...can barely think…”  
 
       And I can barely understand what he’s saying but as soon as I’m close enough to his mouth he lunges at me like he’s never going to let me go. And he’s such a sight like this, with his huge shoulders straining, his head bowed as my thighs brush against his face and I’m completely consumed by him. His lapping is out of this world, his face fervent and I shudder, my knees buckling when he grazes me and I’m so slippery, I have a hard time staying in place.  
 
       “Straddle me,” he orders just before I’m about to come and I faintly do what he wants, all drizzly and throbbing when he says: “Other way around. I want to look at your ass.”   
 
       “Viper…please,” I murmur, watching the view of the park that looks smudged in the rain. Sweat prickles my body as I slide down on him and it takes a lot from me to be able to do this.  
 
       “Take me all the way,” he urges and fire licks in me.  
 
       He’s so big and bulky but I’m so eager to please him that I manage. I’ve taken all of him and I cry out as he lets out a rush of praising words that make my heart pound. He begins hammering inside me, rougher than ever before as I’m bouncing, holding on as much as I can. I hook around him, until I feel my whole body buzz and I come.  
 
       Then I come again but Viper doesn’t stop. He keeps going and I can’t take anymore. This is playing with my sanity and a scream so loud, I fear it’ll break the windows builds up in my chest and I almost start crying when I choke it down.  
 
       “E...excuse me,” I stutter, so dazed and beat that I make an attempt to slow this down. I pull out of him, trying to get out of the bed but stumble and fall on all fours on the floor.  
 
       Stunned, I try to get my mind and body to cooperate when Viper snatches me and pounds into me from behind and I cry out. He wrenches me down his shaft, harder than I ever thought he would, but immediately a storm of heat starts building up inside of me.  
 
       I’m convulsing, unable to breathe as I moan so loud it’s ringing in my ears, my hands clutch the cracks in the floorboards as he’s ravaging me. I turn crazy to be able to take it.   
 
       “Told you to never try to get away from me,” he groans but I can barely make out what he’s saying, too wrapped up in my own pleasure. “You are mine, you are mine…you... are … mine.”  
 
       I come so hard that my whole body snaps and arcs. He comes all over me and; the act territorial and making me feel like my body is his property.   
 
       I whimper with my face against the floor and I’m still helplessly pinned on him. I want to turn to look at him but I don’t have enough power in me. He falls on top of me, caging my body with his arms and I feel his heart beat like a freight train.     
 
       “I love you,” he whispers and I swallow. “I will always love you.”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
       He loves me? He keeps murmuring it over my sweaty back and it feels like I’m being revered. He has blown my mind, pushed my body to limits I didn’t think I could take, thought I would get ruined in the process but now all I want is more. More of him and his strength, his power and tenderness. How can a giant, dangerous man like him be so gentle? How can there be so much love in him? I feel it in the way he looks it me, feel it radiate from his body into mine. I’m so warm, I almost drift off into a slumber. 
 
       Looking at Viper’s body through my lashes I stare at his tattoos, trace them with my finger and I feel like I have found the one thing that will fascinate me the most for the rest of my life. Apart from the tattoos and his bullet wounds, Viper’s body is the kind that few men have these days.  
 
       His bulkiness isn’t plastic but he has the body of a fighter, a brutalizer and being pinned underneath him feels so good that it almost brings tears to my eyes. No weapon in the world can protect me better than him, he would tear the whole universe apart before letting anything happen to me. Shifting a little he allows me to roll over to my back and even if he’s not demanding anything, I know he wants an answer.  
 
       “I love you too, Viper,” I whisper and sudden rare light floods his face before he buries it in my hair and grunts in appreciation. “But...”  
 
       “But...?” he asks and I can feel he’s on edge. “But what?”  
 
       “I don’t like the life you lead.” I swallow. “And I don’t want you to get hurt or wait up at night, wondering if you’re safe.”  
 
       His eyes warm. “Nobody has ever cared for me the way you have. You honor me with your concern but you don’t have to worry. I won’t take reckless risks now that I have you to come home to.”  
 
       Home. Viper and I. It’s going to mean so much to me. It’s going to mean everything.  
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    Viper-4 years later  
 
      
 
    “Are you done yet?” Frowning and with my arms crossed, I look down over Tamsin’s shoulder and I can feel her aggravation prickle me. But I ignore it because right now my wife is bent over one of my men’s arm and trying to give him a tetanus shot. I appreciate the work she does for us, we all do but when I told her she was going to be our nurse what I really meant was my nurse  
 
       This is a compromise though, because Tamsin said that if she couldn’t practice here she’d go back to the hospital and at least here the men know the consequences of looking at her. My eyes go to the “patient” and lucky for him he’s staring straight ahead. Good. Otherwise Tamsin wouldn’t have an arm to work on.  
 
       She’s gotten used to this life, never asks too many questions and always has a smile spare for me when I come home in the middle of the night from business with toys I bought for the kids on my way back.  
 
       “Not just yet,” she murmurs patiently and her hair shines like ebony in the light of the lamp. Her slender legs are crossed and her neck slightly curved. She shivers when I skim my fingers down her shoulder. “Viper...I have to concentrate.”  
 
       So do I. On not tearing her away from there.  
 
       “Okay,” she adds, biting her lip and my blood runs hot, “now I’m just gonna put on a bandaid...”  
 
       “He can do that himself.” Clasping Tamsin’s elbow, I pull her up and drag her away from there while she protests in amusement but I can’t control myself. She’s wearing her uniform and it does things to me, reminds me of the time we met.   
 
       Before her, my world brought me nothing but violence and death but then she came along and every time I look into her eyes, I find something I don’t deserve but something I’m lucky to have. Her hand still feels too small for mine and she sniggers, running after me as I drag her down the hallways. We pass the kids room where our son and daughter are playing with their nanny.  
 
       “Everything alright?” the nanny calls and there’s concern in her voice, probably because of the look on my face and she’s probably thinking that I’m about to encroach upon my own wife.  
 
       “F...fine,” Tamsin stutters and she’s red in the face. “I’ll be right down in a couple of minutes.”  
 
       “Try hours,” I snarl from the corner of my mouth and Tamsin squeezes my hand as if asking me to behave but deep down she loves this side of me. Up on the staircase she takes too long, and I give up and throw her over my shoulder as my patience starts slipping.  
 
       Barging into our bedroom, I put her down and drag a hand through my hair as she blinks up at me.  
 
       “Is there a reason for your rude behavior?” she asks, acting as if she doesn’t know and a thrill slices my veins. I hook my fingers into the buttons of her uniform and they come undone. She gasps and I smirk.  
 
       “I need a nurse,” I murmur, sitting down wide legged at the edge of the bed and Tamsin squirms. Her breaths heave and I stare at her without blinking. I salivate over her, I dream about her and fuck there are even times when I think in her rather than reason and logic. I need to be inside her. It’s the only time I feel calm, it’s the only time when I feel centered and not like I’m about to let everything go to hell, and spend my days enjoying every little inch of my wife’s tight body and pretty heart.  
 
       There are times when I feel she’s not giving me enough access and it turns me into a wreck even though I don’t show it. Then again there isn’t enough access she could give me without needing to be permanently attached to me. She transfixes me. I find no meaning in the life in the streets anymore. I find all my meaning in her. Tamsin is the only thing that matters and ever will matter. I will love her until there is no more love in me left and she has taken it all. It’s all hers...all of it.  
 
       “I’ll see what I can do to help,” she purrs and starts walking over to me, slowly while her fingers undo the rest of the buttons and my heart starts pounding. One touch from her and I’ll come undone. I clench my teeth, feeling like I’m about to throw a fit if she doesn’t get over here fast enough. I love her and fuck I have never loved anyone as much as her. And never will.  
 
       Snatching her to me when she’s close enough, I lock my mouth on hers and my arms go around her to keep her body in place. “Give me those pink lips,” I rasp and she closes her eyes and puckers because she has a soft spot for her husband. I claim her lips like I’ve claimed all of her. Her sweet kiss explodes in my mouth and ignites in my veins and now because of her, I too know the light.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    1. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yale 
 
      
 
    I could probably bet my bottom dollar on I’m not at home. These sheets don’t smell fresh and crisp like mine, and the bed is definitely a lot bigger, the pillow hard enough to give me a sore neck. Cracking a lid, I face the window and a pale dark streams through. It must be near dawn. I roll over to my back, groaning when the motion makes me dizzy and I drag a deep breath. There’s no lamp above my head, just a naked lightbulb that sways and I blink. What the heck happened last night? 
 
       Searching my mind, I’m relieved when memories start washing over me. My friend Nashlyn dragged me to the house party of some guy she vaguely knows. His house is remote, at a cul-de-sac and we arrived around after midnight and the party wasn’t really a party. More like a rager with crazy people running around, liquor flooding and at some point I think someone tried jumping off the roof, after confusing it for a trampoline. Nashlyn and I had tons of fun and a ton of delicious drinks that tasted like sugar and summer and made us woozier than bees hammered on nectar. Later we danced, laughed and sang at the top of our lungs to cheesy pop songs and then... 
 
       It gets blurry. 
 
       I think someone ushered us to go upstairs and sleep it off. We did as we were told since it seemed like a great idea at the time. Nashlyn and I fell into bed and then I can’t remember anything else. Sitting up, I grimace when my head pounds and I reach for my phone that’s in my bag next to the bed. I have several emoji ridden texts from Nashlyn, saying she’s sorry she left and that she tried to wake me but I kept falling asleep. She figured she should just let me keep snoozing and she had to leave because she was going to be late for work. 
 
       Right, she just got a new job and I don’t blame her for ditching me, though I’ll probably never go to a house party again and be this irresponsible. I throw my legs over the edge of the bed. Okay, I gotta be careful now because my head is spinning. 
 
       Slowly getting up, I grab some painkillers from my bag and walk into the tiny bathroom conjoining the bedroom. At the sight of myself in the mirror, I burst out laughing. I look like a raccoon that’s been tossed around in the dryer. Sniggering to myself, I take my painkillers with some water and wash my face, until I both look and feel better. 
 
       Smoothing the wrinkles on my clothes, I walk out to the bedroom again, searching for my shoes. I kicked them off in the corner and since the party wasn’t anything fancy, it’s just a pair of sneakers. Putting them on, I exit the room and this place still smells of yesterday and there’s junk everywhere. Beer cans, red plastic mugs and empty potato chip bags...Apart from the mess, the house is just average, two floors high and there’s very little furniture. 
 
       I walk down the staircase, tensing a little when it creaks. Doesn’t seem like anyone is home but then I hear the sound of a commercial for dish soap from the TV in the living room. Can’t just run out of here without thanking the guy who let me sleep in his home. Think his name is...oh dang, I actually can’t remember his name. I bite my lip. Maybe it’s something like Lucas or Lade...? 
 
       Straightening, I’m thinking to myself that I’ll just smile a lot, thank him, say goodbye and then I’ll be out of here. Entering the living room, I fire a friendly smile and wave at Lade who’s lounging on the couch with one leg thrown over the armrest. His sallow face is turned toward the TV, his eyes blurry from booze but then they swipe my way, his gaze narrowing in on me. 
 
       “Hey, remember me?” I ask, feeling awkward and his eyes narrow even more and I drag a breath. “Sorry about crashing, I just...,” I shake my head, “had too much fun, I think.” I shrug, hoping I haven’t caused any issues. “Anyway, I’ll be on my way...” 
 
       I trail off when he rises and puts the bottle in his hand on the edge of the table and his eyes stir. “You better fucking be kidding me,” he says in a tone that makes me swallow and he brushes his mouth with his hand. “You’re saying I had a thing like you, sleeping upstairs all this time?” 
 
       What...the...heck...Seriously? I’m gonna kill Nashlyn for bringing me home to this lunatic. Then again, I’m not surprised. She thinks everyone’s a fluffy marshmallow, even guys like this weirdo. 
 
       “Ah...I don’t want any trouble,” I say carefully, glancing at the outer door in the hallway but thing is, I can’t get to it without passing Lade. He shakes his head in slow motion, walking toward me and he licks his lips over and over like he’s been stuck in a desert and finally seen a water source. 
 
       “You sure? Because I would love to give a girl who looks like the spitting image of Poison Ivy, a little bit of my trouble.” 
 
       My legs start trembling as I back into a wall. “You don’t wanna mess with me, trust me. I know self-defense...” That’s actually not true. I know nothing about self-defense and now I curse all the times, I considered taking a class but didn’t. 
 
       Lade laughs. “Stop talking. I don’t like it when you talk. Your lips are made for sucking, not fighting. Just keep your mouth and eyes shut and maybe you’ll like what I’m about to do to you.” 
 
       He grabs his junk on top of his denims and I scream when he lunges at me, dread filling my body. I turn my face to the side, digging my fingers into the wallpaper, prepared to kick him in the crotch and I beat out with my leg but it doesn’t knock him. All I hit is air. 
 
       Lade never even grazes me and I gasp, my eyes widening in fear. There’s another man in the room, one who is as silent as a shadow but so tall and big he reminds me more of a mountain at midnight. Snarling, he grabs Lade by the collar with one hand and by his belt with the other. He swirls him around in the room, actually swirls like he’s a toy. Lade screams, acting like he’s just entered his own worst nightmare and the man, the stranger throws him onto the couch while I still press against the wall. 
 
       I have never seen a man like the one before me. He must be close to seven feet tall, dressed in leather pants and a black vest over a black shirt that has the sleeves rolled up. There are tattoos on his burly arms. Tattoos that look like runes. They slither, promising primal ferocity and I pant. 
 
       There’s an elegant malice to him, in the way he carries his stiff shoulders, in the way he scans a room and suddenly I want that danger on me. I want his danger, want it to stroke my face and brush against me and shower over me like a vigorous waterfall. I’m already halfway to melting and it scares me to think what will happen if he ever touches me, if he ever puts his hard lips on mine. 
 
       The man is brimming with energy and fury, his shoulders are about the size of a climbing wall and heave with each breath he takes. His hair is slicked back, black at the top and a near white on the sides. He reminds me of the king on a chessboard, important and crucial to me in a way I yet don’t understand. My heart is pounding, jumping as if it’s trying to escape the cage of my ribs.  
 
       What is this man even doing here? He came out of nowhere. This is so not a social visit and I gasp when he flicks out a knife and the blade glimmers. I clap my hand over my mouth, not to scream. 
 
       “I was supposed to go easy on you,” he rasps in a smoky voice that sounds so intimate I flood with goosebumps. “But then you just had to go and touch a defenseless girl and now I’m gonna have to make a mess.” 
 
       “I didn’t t...touch her, I swear I didn’t,” Lade says, shaking his head. He glances at me and his eyes no longer drip with something gross but they’re regretful now. “Tell him. Tell him I didn’t touch you!” 
 
       “Ah...,” I begin because it’s all I can muster but the man doesn’t seem interested in my explanation. He saw with his own eyes what happened and he seems intent on hashing out a punishment. 
 
       “It doesn’t matter if you didn’t touch her,” the man rasps. “You were going to and you would’ve gone through with it, had I not been here.” 
 
       Dark knight. That’s the description crossing my mind and I wonder how I’m going to thank him later. Though I would appreciate it, if I could silently remove myself and then the vicious gentleman and Lade can finish their business. Business I necessarily don’t want to witness. 
 
       “What are you going to do with me?” Lade says, cowering, his toughness gone and the man holds up the knife. 
 
       “First I’m gonna ruin that cheap couch of yours.” Sneering, he drags the knife through the lower part of the couch, causing stuffing to pop out and I pant. “And then I’m gonna ruin you but I don’t wanna do it in front of the pretty girl.” 
 
       Does that mean he’s going to let me leave? Just let me prance right out of here...? 
 
       The man turns his roughed up features sideways and I register the color of his eyes. Silver. Pure silver and they shine like radiant starlight. He’s  blocking the exit and I don’t think he realizes he’s doing it. It’s just from the way he’s standing and from the size of him but it prevents me from leaving. 
 
       “Walk in through that door,” he says in a surreally soft tone and it’s such a contrast to what he’s about to do, that I inwardly have to shake myself. “Wait until I’m done and I’ll knock when you can come out.” I hesitate, not knowing what to do and he adds, “I don’t want you to see me like this.” 
 
       He doesn’t want me to see him when he’s brutal... 
 
       I dive in through the door and it’s another bathroom. There’s no window. Crappity crap. I’m stuck and there’s a man who makes my blood run both hot and cold, waiting for me on the other side. 
 
       Redness creeps over my face when I think of the way his thoughtful attention dripped all over me, coated me with ownership and for a second he looked stunned, as if I had disrupted something inside of him. He’s disrupted something inside of me too, filled my belly with lava heat and I’m puzzled at my reaction to him. 
 
       I barely dared look him in the eyes. It felt like being dominated and the masculinity exuding from his magnificent form, makes me realize just in how much trouble I’m in.  
 
       I’ve never been a troublesome girl, always felt at ease in my own body but now my hormones are taxing on me, my limbs feeling heavy and my gaze is out-of-focus. And it’s not only my gaze that’s out of focus, it’s all of me. The only way for me to regain some of my control is by handing it over to that man. 
 
       But he’s not just a man, is he? No. He’s menacing, murky waters. And he wants me to get in. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Axwell 
 
      
 
    I’ve been meaning to do this for a while. A month ago, we were informed that some clown was running around, telling people he knows the significance of ice and shadows. At first, I paid little attention as I had bigger problems to handle but then a week ago, he held a woman at knifepoint, threatening that if she didn’t give him money, the Nordic Mafia would hurt her. 
 
       Outsiders using our name is forbidden by our code. Hurting innocent people in our name is forbidden and I fucking hate it, when punks who think they’re so tough believe there won’t be any consequences. Wrong. There will be and the punishment always fits the crime. Arriving at the idiot’s house, I watched him outside the windows for a while, preparing to get in there and beat him within an inch of his life when a girl suddenly sauntered down the staircase. I jolted, felt the ground shake beneath me at the sight of her. Red hair coiling in a way that made even a fucker like me think of romance and treating a woman right. Hazel eyes, plump cheeks and a mouth that had me close to salivating. 
 
       For a second, I forgot why I was even here. I wanted to burst through the door and have her in one big, swiping move. Then it dawned on me as she walked into the living room and I can’t even begin to describe the rage, when I realized that maybe she was another man’s woman. A torturous fire braided around my veins, eating me up from inside until I felt steam coming out of my ears. Overwhelmed with wrath I compressed my jaw, so consumed by possessiveness I couldn’t even feel the pain. 
 
       She stood in the asshole’s living room, dressed in a pair of white bohemian shorts and a flouncy top that teasingly bounced around her waist. She was wearing a purse over her shoulder and I figured she was maybe leaving. My fists clenched. Good. Then I could spare her the sight of her boyfriend being murdered because he dared to take her before me. 
 
       And it wasn’t just him I wanted to kill but every male who knows her name or how her neck smells when she’s a little sweaty after she’s worked herself up. I tensed when the dickhead lying on the couch put his eyes on her and they roamed down her body in a way that made me need to roar like a beast. He got up, moving in her direction and unable to control myself anymore, I stalked over to the house and walked inside. 
 
       The fool’s backdoor wasn’t even locked. No alarms in place and I went farther inside, noticing the girl was pressed up against the wall, her little body shaking. Her eyes were squeezed in fear and when he lunged at her, I saw red. 
 
       Now the punk is right in front of me, cowering on the couch while the girl is hiding in the room right next to this one. It annoys me. That I have to spend time on this animal while the girl is waiting for me, separated from me and not in the palm of my hand because I fucking have to deal with people like this one. 
 
       Inwardly I curse. My first impulse was to create chaos but the girl is going to have to walk out and I don’t want to get her filthy. She’s got white sneakers on and I don’t think she’d appreciate them being stained with red. I stretch my neck from side to side, hearing tension pop. How the fuck do I do this as sanitary as possible? I get an idea. One I usually never would apply but I’m trying to please the girl. 
 
       “Tell you what?” I snarl. “Since you’re a cowardly little fuck, I’ll give you a head start.” 
 
       His eyes flare, but not before he grins and then as if challenging me, he pulls down the collar of his sweater and it reads ZeroSum. Well, this just made things a little more complicated. My lips pull over my teeth in a sneer and the guy panics. Rising, he runs and throws his body out of the window, causing glass to shatter before racing into the garden and continuing into the forest surrounding the house. 
 
       I count to ten because I don’t mind a challenge, before I take my gun out and shoot. Bullseye. I never miss. He topples. I stretch my neck, noticing the trees and bushes are covering his body. Perfect. Then she won’t see a thing but now I have a major problem on my hands. And that’ll be that I have to convince the girl I’m more than just a terminator, which I don’t how to do. Viciousness and not romance is what I’m used to. 
 
       Grinding my jaw, I pick up her purse, going through it and I absorb all the information I can absorb. She likes fruity gum, doesn’t carry cash and her keychain has a white, little heart at the end. Taking out her phone, I remove the sim card and crush it between my fingers just in case anyone would think of tracking her. Her life is now in my hands, I’m responsible for her now and I feel a stirring in my body. 
 
       Knocking on the door, I try to gently rasp, “You can come out now.” 
 
       She whimpers in response. 
 
       I open the door and our eyes lock. It feels like I’m freefalling and like I’ll keep on falling until she cries out an enough. I feel all my power sip from me and wrap around her, coil around her in dedication. 
 
       I’m pissed off at the situation but at the same my desire for the girl has me worked up to a degree I didn’t even know I had. She’s hijacked me, short-circuited a man like me, using that tempting face of hers and those curves that drip with encouragement for male self-indulgence. I want to know her name, want to taste it in my mouth and watch her when she tastes mine. When she whines, moans and sighs Axe over and over again because I mean something to her. 
 
       I want her bouncing on my pillows, lying in my bed and I already know it’ll blow my mind. Girls like her are untouchable to men like me. They’re fine things hanging on pretty shelves behind glass with a sign below that says, too fragile for your usage. But I do want to use her, massage her limbs, see her twist and warm in my hands and arch into my touch with need. 
 
       When I take a step into the bathroom, she takes a startled step back, bumping into the bathtub and she wraps her arms around her. What’s this? Maybe she’s terrified she’ll run into the corpse and I try to give her a gentle smile but her eyes cautiously widen. 
 
       “It’s okay,” I say in a low tone, reaching my hand out. “You’re okay.” She gingerly stares at my hand and I frown. It’s not dirty but maybe she thinks it is and I brush off my palm against my pants before holding it out again. When she still hesitates, I impatiently move my fingers in a come here motion and her hand shoots out fast and then its mine. Hell, I love the feel of her, like silk and velvet and fucking fairy dust or something. 
 
       I want to put my mouth on her and suck her in. Suck on her so bad like the little strawberry that she is until I have her sweet juice running down my chin. 
 
       “Come on, there you go,” I murmur when she takes a small step forward and I figure she’s shaken after what just happened. “That’s it, just one more...,” I encourage and something flashes on her face. She takes a clumsy step forward, almost like a sprint but I seize her, clasping her to me and for the first time in my life I feel peace, both in my body and my heart. It’s rare, so rare that I almost panic at the thought of losing her. 
 
       But she’s trembling and I can feel her heart beat. 
 
       “Did you stumble?” I ask, reining myself in so as to not shove my whole face into her hair and breathe in all that red. She smells like desire and warmth, like passionfruit and she carefully nods. “Don’t worry, I’ll always catch you,” I assure her and she turns to me, looking like she has something to say but then she goes silent and averts her face. Clasping her hand again, I lead her out of the bathroom, not liking how much distance she’s putting between us. Her arm is almost completely stretched out and it makes me frown. 
 
       Doesn’t that cause a strain on her elbow? 
 
       I snatch her closer to me and she falls into me, letting out a low yelp and her breasts brush against my body. I choke down a growl. 
 
       “Here should be fine,” I say, after opening up a door that looks like an office. There’s a couch, a table and a couple of chairs which suits me since I can’t have her anywhere near a bed in this house. It kills me knowing that she slept in the same bed as the man I just murdered. “Sit down,” I say a little brusquely, putting her down on a chair and she stares up at me. 
 
       Her breathing is rapid, her throat tinting pink from the heat that’s flushing her body. She was warm when I held her, mind-blowingly warm and soft. Perfection like a perfection I’ve never known before. I thought perfection was killing someone by placing the knife right on the vein and doing it quickly, thought it was squeezing just the right point on someone’s throat to choke them out but I’ve been wrong. 
 
       Those things, they were a...lie. But she, this girl in front of me is truth, light...peace. 
 
       Straightening my shoulders, I rasp. “You’re angry with me.” She blinks, craning her neck to be able to look at me and maybe I should sit but I have too much adrenaline running. “For killing your boyfriend.” 
 
       A grimace crosses her face and she cries out as if insulted, “That guy was not my boyfriend!” 
 
       I flood with relief and for a second my knees go soft before I remember something. “Then what were you doing in his house this late at night?” 
 
       She wrings her hands, lacing her legs around the chair. “I was at his party, drank a little too much and fell asleep in a bedroom upstairs. Then I went downstairs and there he was and then...then you came.” 
 
       I believe her story but it’s good she has me in her life now because I’ll never allow her to go to a party again without my supervision. 
 
       “You needed my protection,” I murmur and she twitches. “And I wanted to give it to you more than anything.” I’ve never had anything like her. I’d kill for just a second with someone like her, have someone like her not run away from me but be desperate for me. Desperate for my protection and my brutal love. 
 
       Her eyes flare even more as if she’s maybe surprised or flattered by my need to protect her but she shouldn’t be. It’s what men like me do for our women. I want to clasp her face, cup it in my palms and tell her she’s mine now but for some reason her lower lip is trembling. She keeps glancing at the open window and I figure that she’s cold and close it. 
 
       Another whimper exhales her mouth and I try a smile. “Better now?” 
 
       “Y...yes,” she stutters and her knees tremble. I try not to stare at her bare thighs but her shorts are flimsy and it’ll be easy to rip them off. 
 
       “What’s your name, lil red?” I ask and she squirms, her legs rubbing and she breathes. 
 
       “Yale. Yale Harmony.” 
 
       “What’s your age, Yale?” 
 
       “Twenty-one,” she replies and I think, thank fuck. “But I know I look more mature.” Flushing, she lowers her face and I figure she’s referring to her pretty curves and that clever light in her gaze. I’m older than her, thirty four to be exact but I don’t give a shit. I want her and I want her to want me. 
 
       “You look like something out of a dream,” I tell her and her jaw slacks. “I’m known as Axwell X but you can call me Axe.” 
 
       “Right,” she breathes, glancing at the window again, “um...” 
 
       “You the brainy kind?” I say, grabbing a chair and I turn it around and place it close to hers. “You have to be. With a name like that, eyes like that.” Finally, the tension in her body softens a little. 
 
       “I’m a chess player,” she murmurs and she lifts her face in pride. “Three times national champion.” 
 
       At that I let out a low whistle. “You better fucking bet I’m impressed.” And all up in knots and she’s turning me inside out. I’d walk through fire for this girl, as long as I know she’ll be waiting on the other side. 
 
       “And you?” she asks, raising her brows and I dread the question. “What exactly is it that you d...do?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yale 
 
      
 
    It can’t be anything good. Obviously. He just unalived a man and he’s covered in tattoos that spell danger. On top of it, he looks like he’ll explode if I as much as disappear out of his sight. There’s a look in his eyes as if he just has locked me down and I squirm. He seems unware of my discomfort. When I tried to escape him in the bathroom, he thought I stumbled. When I planned on jumping out of the window, he closed it, assuming I was cold. 
 
       And sometimes he smiles at me. Or, I think that he thinks he’s smiling. What he’s actually doing is just baring his teeth. He knows the language of violence and it’s making it hard to breathe. Or maybe it’s just my treacherous body’s response to him because it is responding. There are two fears in me, one that he somehow will be nothing but a risk and the other, that I’m developing a crush on him despite of it. 
 
       How can I not? He looks like a mean gangster but at the same time he’s been nothing but good to me. 
 
       I want to slap my face. Focus! I can’t let my attraction to him distract me and my eyes go to the runes on his arms and I swallow. He catches my gaze, his brows curving and he pulls up his sleeves a bit more. 
 
       “These?” he rasps. “They’re tattoos members get. They mean something to us. They mean family. Respect. Tradition.” My eyes nearly roll back in my head when he asks, “You know what they stand for?” 
 
       Panting silently, I shake my head and he leans a little bit closer and I realize the color of his eyes isn’t just silvery diamond. It also reminds me of gunpowder. 
 
       “They stand for the Nordic Mafia,” he says and I nearly fall back in my chair. “Maybe you’ve seen our symbols around town?” Gulping, I nod, glancing at the window again. “The guy who owns this house also had a tattoo. Said ZeroSum.” 
 
       My eyes flare in shock. Oh no, this is not good at all... 
 
       “They’re a biker gang,” Axwell continues. A muscle ticks in his jaw. “They could show up. Ask around. Find out you’ve been here.” His face turns to pure steel, wanting no protests. “I need you to come with me.” 
 
       Jolting, I drag a breath and clasp a hand over my mouth. “Come with you? Come with you where?” 
 
       His forehead furrows and he curses to himself. “I could take you to our compound but there are other men there and right now I don’t want you anywhere near male energy.” 
 
       “W..why?” 
 
       Axwell’s eyes darken. “Because they’ll look at you, be attracted to that hair of yours, to what’s between your legs...” 
 
       I twitch at his natural coarseness. “Why do you care if other people look at me?” 
 
       He seems perplexed by my question, replying firmly, “You’re my woman.” 
 
       “Oh,” I breathe and then it dawns on me. He really thinks I’m his, thinks he’s laid a claim on me and I go dizzy, needing to get out of here. “Um...sir X...I mean Axe, I got someplace where I need to be this afternoon.” 
 
        Leaning back, he raises a brow and it’s the same color as the black parts of his hair. “Where’s that, the fantasyland where fantastical beings like you reside?” 
 
       “Need to meet up with my coach,” I say and for a moment he looks like he’s considering it but then I ruin everything by adding, “he’ll get worried if I don’t show up.” I regret saying it as soon as the words spill over my mouth because his body tenses, his nostrils flaring. 
 
       “He?” His voice lowers to a hiss. “Your coach is a man?” 
 
       Realizing my mistake, I figure I can’t take it back now and I nod. Axwell forcefully rises out of his chair, causing it to topple and he starts pacing. “He teaches you things? A man? You two sit in a room like this one on your own.” 
 
       Yes, but he makes it sound a lot more intimate than it is. Axwell stabs his fingers through his hair and I turn fretful. 
 
       “It’s not what you think. There’s nothing romantic going on and I’m used to men. I play with them all the time.” 
 
       Heck...I need to zip it... 
 
       “Play?” Axwell stops pacing and he looks down at me, leaning forward until he’s looming over me and he tilts his head to the side. “You play with men all the time?” 
 
       “Chess!” I cry. “I meant to say I play chess!” 
 
       He doesn’t seem any calmer. “What do you do when they want to sleep with you?” 
 
       “I reject them,” I say, being truthful but Axwell’s eyes narrow dangerously. 
 
       “Then they have made advances?” Something shifts in his gaze and for a moment, he looks like he’s about to barge out the door and rabidly hunt down faceless men. “Nobody will try anything with you again.” His eyes bore into mine. “Do you know what I’ll do to them if they try again?” 
 
       “I’d r...rather not know,” I stutter and something shifts in his eyes and he nods, straightening. He’s rough around the edges and he feels like a weapon that’s about to be unleashed, or a bomb that’s about to explode. “What is it that you do?” I ask to get him to think of something else. “In the mob?” 
 
       For a second his eyes narrow with deep-rooted suspicion before his features soften and he shakes his head as if it’s safe spilling secrets to me. “I work with human resources.” He frowns. “The disposal of them.” 
 
       My heart starts pounding as does the pulse in my temples. “You’re an enforcer?” My eyes flare even more and he sits down on the chair again. 
 
       “Don’t say it like that. I’m no threat to you.” 
 
       But what if I do something he doesn’t like? What if he decides I’m a liability because I’m a witness? And what will happen when he finds out the truth, the whole truth? And why is he looking at me with those eyes? I don’t think he just sees me as his woman. I think he sees me as something more and he reaches forward, taking a piece of my hair and I twitch. 
 
       “Ticklish?” he asks, completely unaware of his terrifying presence. “I just couldn’t resist, had to touch it, had to know how it feels.” He pulls my hair forward, burying his whole face in it, and lets out an outdrawn groan that makes my insides tingle until I fear for my rationality. He rubs his face in, murmuring words to himself and I swallow. 
 
       I’ve been caught by a giant enforcer who deliriously smells my hair as if it makes him docile. I should take this opportunity to run but my body’s gone soft, acting like it has a mind of its own. 
 
       “You’re heavenly,” he rasps. “Bliss. I’ve combed the world searching for something like you.” His eyes flash with promise. “And now you’re mine to possess.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Axwell 
 
      
 
    She’s curbed the violence in me. It’s dormant now that she’s around. Usually, I can feel it stirring in my chest, urging me to act but now all I can think of is her. This girl...this Yale creature is making me act in ways out of my character. I’ve disclosed secret information to her. She knows my name, knows what I do, knows my face. I can never let her out of my sight again and luckily I’m not going to. 
 
       Letting go of her luxurious tresses, I rasp, “It’s me and you now. Do you know what that means?” 
 
       Squirming, she whimpers and she seems prickly in a way that perplexes me. Then again the furniture in this house are cheap and hard but she won’t be here for long. I’ll take her to my place where she’ll be a lot more comfortable. 
 
       “It means you and I walk side by side from now on,” I continue. “You won’t be my partner in crime but you will be my woman. I will never leave you, Yale,” I add in a grave voice. “And you will never leave me.” 
 
       “Ahhh...,” she softly cries out and it’s a strange sound, a noise that makes it seem like she’s struggling to express herself and she jolts forward. I snatch her midair, my brows curving, my heart doubling in size in my chest. 
 
       “Trying to throw yourself into my arms?” I rasp, circling my thumb on the soft flesh of her upper arm and her jaw slacks, hazel eyes darting. “Don’t do that, beloved. I have a hard chest. You could hurt yourself if you’re not careful.” 
 
       Rising, I firmly put her back on the chair again and she mewls, looking at me with big, round eyes and I drag a hand down my mouth. I’m bursting with satisfaction. She could hardly wait for me to hold her, wanted to be near me simply because of the sheer joy she experienced when she found out we’ll never be separated. Yale feels what I feel and I smirk. 
 
       I want to have her so hard, until her soft lips leave bruises on my mouth. I’ve never had a desire for pleasing another human but suddenly that desire is coming at me like a herd of wild mustangs. I don’t just crave her body but I crave her words, her thoughts and wet kisses. 
 
       “C...could you...,” she stutters and I raise my brows, “could you open that window again? Please.” Anything for her and I open up the window before turning to her again and I go down on my haunches before her, looking her straight in the eyes. 
 
       “Yale, before we leave, there’s something I need to tell you. I know I’m moving fast but you’re gonna have to accept it.” I lift my hand, stroking her cheek and she shivers. “When I want something I get it. And I treat it right. Because its mine.” 
 
       “That’s....that’s...um,” her eyes dash, “you’re so kind, Axe.” 
 
       Her words fill me with smugness. I’ve never been called kind in my life, but hearing her say that feels fucking good. A deep yearning within me is being fulfilled, a yearning to mean something to someone. 
 
       “Make no mistake,” I remind her, “I’m not kind to anyone else. Only you.” Yale lets out a muffled sound and I rasp, “Now come with me, beloved...” 
 
       Letting out a shriek, she shoves at me right when I’m about to rise. It stuns me, the red blooded man in me thinking she’s trying to be coy. Growling with pleasure, I grab her around the waist, whirl her around until she comes down on her knees on the couch. Her ass is sticking right up and I groan, wanting to bite into one of her pink halves and stroke myself. Pushing into her from behind with my hard on, my eyes flutter when she lets out a moan before panting but then she turns her head, her eyes distressed. 
 
       “W...wait,” she pleads and I shake my head. 
 
       “Why? We both want this.” My eyes close in delirium. “And fuck my life, I’ve never wanted anything more.” I lose control and reason around her and I struggle to keep my head clear. I want her closed in, within my influence at all times where I can draw pleasure simply by breathing her in. The world felt dim before I saw her face but thing is that I liked it. I’ve never been one to cower away from the shadows but now I want her beside me on the sidewalk, prancing on the part that has soaked in the sun and I’ll only pull her into the dark when my body needs her. 
 
       I release her for a second to reposition her but she takes that moment to slither between me and the couch. Throwing herself at the window, she pops a leg over, bends her head and she’s out. 
 
       I react too slowly because I’m too caught off guard and then black covers my vision. She’s trying to run? From me? From her possessor? 
 
       At the realization that I misread her signals, my fists clench until adrenaline starts pumping from my wrists up to my shoulders. “Yale!” I bellow as the possessiveness almost cuts me in half. “Stop!” 
 
       To my relief, she stops in her tracks like she hit an invisible blockage and she turns around. She stands among the birches, her cheeks bright, her mouth wet and swollen and she’s panting. Her cleavage heaves with her intense breaths. 
 
       I’m panting just as hard and I lift my hand, beckoning her to me. “Get back here, beloved. Don’t make me come and get you.” 
 
       Her mouth drops and she takes a step closer. That’s it, that’s right. Get back where you belong... 
 
       The dazed look in her eyes shifts to determined and she turns, running for her life and I lose it, a chill rendering me numb at the thought of her slipping away from me. Putting my hands on the window board, I jump through, tracking her. 
 
       Yale moves like a red flag through the woods, crisscrossing in between the birches and I set out after her. I call her name, scream in need for my woman and she throws a panicky look over her shoulder. Panic. 
 
       But why? 
 
       I’m the one who will lie down my life for her. I knew from the moment I saw her on the staircase, from the moment the violence in me silenced in her presence like she had whispered secret words to get it to behave. I don’t just want her. I need her. 
 
       “Beloved,” I growl between my teeth and she lets out a yelp when my hand reaches for her. “You’re mine!” She shrieks when I tackle her and she falls, about to land on a bed of moss but I roll us over in the last moment, landing on my back. Yale sees it as her chance to get away again but I don’t let her, moving her underneath me again and I pin her wrists and drag a ragged breath. My body shudders from satisfaction that I caught her. She’s not going anywhere. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Yale 
 
    I yap when he pins my wrists, holding them in a grip that’s not hard but that I can’t squirm out of. My whole body is trapped by a gigantic dark Viking and I tremble as he rises a little, letting me look into his eyes and now they remind me of a storm. 
 
       “Why did you run?” he snarls and his arms shake as if this is causing chaos with his emotions. “Why would you be so punishing and run from me?” 
 
       “Because I can’t be your woman, Axe!” I cry out and he tenses. “I can’t be yours!” 
 
       “The fuck you can’t,” he growls and I would have cowered but it seems that having him on top, makes his power brush off on me. 
 
       “It’s the truth!” 
 
       He pales and my heart aches at his thunderstruck expression. 
 
       “Why?” he whispers, his voice hoarse. Pained. 
 
       I shake my head, giving him my answer and his eyes flood with agony. 
 
       “Then you have killed me...” Letting out a deafening roar, he tears his vest and shirt apart, exposing his bare chest in fury and I go numb, whimpering like crazy. His strength is overwhelming, too much for a girl like me to take and his muscles ripple under his marble like skin. I blink up at him, watching the crowns of the trees spread out over his head while he roars out his frustration, my body still stuck under his and then he gazes down at me, with a haunted look in his eyes. 
 
       Axwell clasps my chin, surprisingly gently considering the state he’s in and he rasps. “You will be my woman. I don’t care what I have to do for you to be mine but you will come with me.” His eyes flash. “Even if I have to force you.” 
 
       Attacking my mouth, he groans when our tongues meet. He pulls our chests closer, our hearts acting like magnets and I open my eyes and suddenly the whole forest is spinning. The testosterone in his kiss spikes my veins, fills me with a feral need that drips of excess and I polish myself against him like he’s a pole and I’m a tumbler, hankering for any friction I can get. 
 
       He leaves his mark inside of me, as if I consist of something creamy soft that’s meant to be molded by his big hands alone. And they are safe hands, commanding and he doesn’t hesitate when touching me as if it’s unimaginable to him to not take anything he can get. My heated skin comes alive under his, prickling with sensitivity. The pleasure mounts me so fast, I feel like I need to suck in a lungful of air. 
 
       When I moan in response, his kiss turns even more eager, breaking barriers and tearing down any sane resistance I had to him. This man, he...he’s ice and shadows and everything cold and comforting and I wrap my legs around him, crying out in shock when he rocks against me and a wave of heat mercilessly assaults me. I melt. 
 
       This is wild. We’re reacting to each other like we’re the only people left alive. I’m so drawn to him that I feel like a piece of silk thread, being laced through a needle by invisible hands so our fates can be sown together. I don’t understand it yet and for a moment I try to fight it, try to be strong but Axwell is stronger than me. He’s stronger than the both of us, his will like steel, his strength the strength of an entire army and I wouldn’t dream of starting a war with him. Why would I when he will be my shield in battle, my shelter when I’m cold from the wind or too hot from the sun. 
 
       This is crazy what’s happening to me. My emotions start running away from me and they all run to him. I can tell he senses he’s crushed my resistance because his kisses turn compensating like he’s trying to reward me. They’re slower now, softer and my nails dig into the moss when he slides his tongue over my lower lip, tasting me and he grunts and groans and his body is pumping with need. When he breaks the kiss, I almost burst into tears. 
 
       I want that back! 
 
       Opening my eyes, I slowly come back down to earth again and I notice that Axwell is peering down at me, his brows curving and I let out a sigh. Giving him a smile, I expect him to smile back (or try at least) but instead he withdraws. At the moment his body and mine are no longer connected, I almost panic. 
 
       Sitting up, I reach out my hand, searching for him but he doesn’t notice and he rises. He seems conflicted, brimming with energy and he’s glancing at me like he wants something from me. I bite my lip. 
 
       “A...Axe...?” 
 
       “I thought you wanted me.” 
 
       “I do want you!” 
 
       “But you ran,” he says and he really took that hard. Took that personally. “I need a moment, beloved,” he rasps and his chest heaves. He makes an attempt to close his shredded vest and shirt but gives up and walks over to a tree. I can’t see his face, only his massive back and I get up, trembling because I don’t know what he needs me to do. 
 
       “Fuck!” he curses suddenly and closing his fist, he starts hammering it into the tree stem, making no sounds of pain and I whimper. This man doesn’t realize his own brutality! He’s so used to it, it’s all he knows. He hits the tree over and over again until I can’t take it anymore. 
 
       “Stop!” I yell and run over to him. “You’re hurting yourself.” I try to rip him from the tree but I don’t have the strength and I clasp his hand instead, looking at his busted knuckles and my heart clenches. “Don’t do that anymore. It must be so painful.” 
 
       “Hard for me to feel physical pain,” he breathes through his teeth. “And it was nothing compared to what I felt on the inside when you ran. I’d happily do this to my other fist if you try to escape again.” 
 
       My eyes water and I whisper, “I wouldn’t have tried to escape if...,” I trail off, biting my lip. “Never mind, just know that I won’t ever repeat it.” 
 
       Axwell hangs with his head and I try to get him to look at me but he just breathes raggedly. Feeling helpless, I throw my arms around his neck but he’s still immovable and I hang on him like a swing, trying to get him to react but he refuses. 
 
       “I said I won’t do it again,” I assure him and I shake his shoulders to get him to snap out of it. “Don’t you trust me?” He’s still tense and putting my cheek on his skin, I add, “Axe, I promise I’ll stay with you.” 
 
       That gets him to defrost and he looks up, clasping my face. “You’ll be by my side? Never deter from it?” 
 
       I nod. “I’ll be your woman, Axe.” I firmly look him in his eyes, whispering, “I’ll be whatever you want me to be.” 
 
       “All I want is you with me,” he whispers, slanting his lips over mine and he gives me a kiss full of passion and hunger that it slashes me by my knees and I hold onto his chest, not to fall and my head swims. I’ll follow this man anywhere. 
 
       Anywhere. To the end of the earth. Because I fit inside of him, the way a small puzzle fits a bigger jigsaw. 
 
       “I don’t know what you’ve done to me,” I breathe and he pulls away, looking at my face. 
 
       “It’s the other way around. I don’t crave things,” he rasps. “Don’t crave anything other than violence but I now crave the truce you bring in me.” 
 
       Didn’t know that’s how he felt, didn’t know mobsters could feel that way. “You got it. Whatever you want it’s yours,” I say with trembling lips and he nods. He takes my hand, jerking his head and this time I go with him like the beating of my heart depends on it. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Axwell 
 
      
 
      
 
    “On t...that?” Yale stutters, fidgeting and she stares at the motorbike when I hand her my helmet. 
 
       “It’s my only transportation,” I explain, frowning. “Had I known I would find you, I would have brought the car but for now this is all I got.” 
 
       Yale looks hesitant, before blurting, “Can’t let you leave without me.” She takes the helmet, carefully pulling it on her head to avoid messing up her coils but they’re going to get messed up by the wind anyway. The helmet is heavy for her frame, heavy enough to make her sway. She’s so much smaller than me, a tiny thing that emits a power that shackles me. Then she warily looks at the bike and I jerk my chin. 
 
       “He’s nice,” I assure her. “He won’t bite.” I sit down, starting the engine and she hops up behind me and as soon as her body brushes against mine, a haze covers my eyes and I shake my head. I need to stay clear, have precious cargo in the back and I grit my teeth. “You’re too close, beloved. Can’t focus when you’re this close.” 
 
       “Oh,” she murmurs, shifting slightly. “Better?” 
 
       No. But there’s really not that much we can do about it. I drive out on the road and Yale’s arms tighten around my waist when I pick up the speed. The wind whips me in the face and Yale lets out a squeal when we hit a curve. 
 
       “You’re going so fast!” she shrieks. 
 
       I have to. I want her at my place, where I’ll feel more at ease from having her all to myself. And fuck, I want her to see another side of me. One that isn’t just about growling and putting my muscles to use. But I don’t know how to impress a girl like her. She won’t be impressed if I tell her how many people I’ve bought a one way ticket to the afterlife. And she won’t be impressed by my knowledge on how to break bones, or leave a crime scene without a trace. 
 
       “Just hold on,” I tell Yale and she leans her cheek against my back. After a while her breathing turns even, her body relaxing and for a second I worry she’s fallen asleep and is about to loosen her grip when she murmurs, 
 
       “Axe?” She sounds a little embarrassed. “I’m starving.” 
 
       I curse inwardly. Of course, she’s hungry. She’s a lot frailer than I and I shouldn’t have expected her to sit on a bike for hours. There’s a diner sign ahead and diners aren’t my favorites but there’s nothing better to choose from. I pull over, parking the bike. 
 
       “My butt hurts,” Yale says, taking the helmet off and then her cheeks tint. “Not that I needed to tell you that.” 
 
       “Why not?” I frown. “I’m responsible for your ass as much as the rest of you.” 
 
       She snickers, shaking her head to herself and I help her down. I scan the parking lot, checking for ZeroSum bikes but there are none and we walk over to the entrance. Yale’s stomach is already growling and she practically races inside when I clasp her elbow, murmuring, 
 
       “Stay close.” 
 
       Yale’s brows rise and she does stay close but not because I told her to, but because people are staring at us. “They’re all looking at you,” Yale whispers. They’re looking because they don’t know what I am, but they know I’m probably not a boy scout. We sit down by the counter and I order for Yale. The waiter’s eyes round in fear when looking at me and he nods at everything I have to say even before I say it, stumbling over himself to accommodate me but I’m used to it. 
 
       Men like me are like dark royals. We get anything we want, not because we carry the badge of honor but because we carry the badge of the underground. 
 
       “That’s too much,” Yale groans at my order. “I won’t be able to eat all that.” 
 
       I let her know she doesn’t need to and then I lean back and enjoy watching her sip on her milkshake until foam coats her upper lip. It makes her look young and unaware of everything bad in the world and tenderness flares in my chest. 
 
       I get something to drink for myself but spend most of the time observing Yale. I look my fill, memorizing every little detail of her face and body until she’s entrenched in me and that’s where I want her. Deep-seated on top of my throbbing length and deep-seated in my heart. 
 
       Images of what I want to do to her play in my head but it’s more than just the physical. She won’t just be the receiver of my primal side but I want her to receive the parts of me, I keep hidden from the world and I need her to take it with open arms. 
 
       She’s finally compliant now and it makes blood beat in my ears. It’s what I need from her, need her to have this little whim where she follows my every command because I was born to have her lean on me. 
 
       Her demeanor is mellow, accepting and bursting with a desire to walk by my side. It’s where I wanted her all along, wanted it since the moment I saw her. 
 
       I’ve had women throw themselves at me but I’ve never felt like I was possessed by one. Yale is dancing inside of me, red and bold and she flares out in my heart, hitting every corner. I can’t focus on anything else but her and it should frustrate the hell out of me but she’s a fantasy come to life. My perfect little mob wife in the flesh. 
 
       And yeah, I will marry her. And yeah, it has struck me there’s a potential she’ll say no but I’ll coax her into it if I have to. 
 
       I’m a mobster, she’s incorruptibility personified. We mix like oil and water but somehow we still make it work and she glances at me while she eats, smiling occasionally and she tells me stories about her friends and family and she’s lived a sheltered life. I joined the mob even before I was eighteen together with a cousin of mine. He didn’t last long. The life chewed up and swallowed him alive but he never had the same need for harshness as I did. 
 
       I was formed in that harshness, got so familiar with it, I became hard myself. Impenetrable. Unfeeling. And then Yale showed up and suddenly I don’t do anything but feel. She’s pushed buttons, a machine like myself isn’t supposed to have. I’m not supposed to feel like I’m on the verge of detonating but around her, I do. 
 
       I used to be rigid as granite. Concrete. I used to be more a piece of stonework than a male. The more time I spend with Yale, the more I feel myself cracking at the sides and if I’m not careful, my little redhead will bust me fully open. 
 
       She flicks her head back, dangling with her shapely legs and smiles and says something about the napkin I’ve ripped into little pieces, because I don’t like having her surrounded by so many people, when I notice that someone else other than me is looking at her. 
 
       My head strikes around and a man in denims is staring at Yale like he’s famished, scanning her ankles, her waist that’s visible because of her short top and I snarl, 
 
       “You like looking at my woman? Keep staring at her and I’ll have your one eyeball watch while I make you eat the other.”  
 
       Terror floods the man’s eyes and he bolts out of the diner, leaving a trail of toppled chairs after him. 
 
       Yale pales, dropping her pastry. “Did you really have to go there?” 
 
       “Yeah,” I mutter, pulling her to her feet again. “We’re out.” And this time nobody stares at me. And more importantly, nobody stares at her. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yale 
 
      
 
    Wind beaten, we arrive at Axwell’s place a couple of hours later because it’s been a long drive. He has told me this is not where he usually lives and I feel a shiver down my spine as I gaze upon the mansion that rises over me. It’s definitely gothic... 
 
       Ashlar stone with murky ivy crawling up the façade and some of the windows are painted in red and black colors. The grounds are expansive with carefully cut grasslands and soft maple trees that pop like rubies. 
 
       There’s no gate surrounding the place. I think that’s a little bit strange but I don’t say anything. Maybe Axwell is so sure of his own supremacy, he doesn’t need a gate. Removing the helmet, I jump off the bike and I try not to stare directly at the gargoyle above the head entrance. A muscle ticks in Axwell’s jaw and he takes out his key, muttering something about the place not being lived in for months as if he’s worried I’ll hate it. 
 
       Opening the door, he ushers me inside and it’s colder than most houses, probably because of its age. It’s a little bit dusty but it’s definitely Axwell’s lair. Back at the other house, he seemed too gigantic for it but among this kind of grandeur and decadence, he looks right at home. 
 
       “What do you think?” he rasps, tracing a hand down my back. “Here you’ll have more privacy than if I would have taken you to the compound.” 
 
       “You did the right thing,” I assure him and he’s still holding onto my hand. When I move, he moves with me, looming over me like he’s worried I’ll be snatched from him right out of thin air. I wiggle my fingers a little to see if he’ll let go but he just pulls them to his mouth and gives them a kiss and my body floods with warmth. 
 
       “Let me show you something I’ll think you’ll like,” he rasps and he all but drags me upstairs and for a second I think he’s about to claim me in his bed but instead he opens up a double door, turning to me with a triumphant look on his fierce face. 
 
       It’s a library. And as much as I understand the importance of non-fiction, I wouldn’t say I’m absolutely cuckoo for it but then my eyes land on the chessboard by the window and I let out a squeal. 
 
       “Axe!” Delighted, I run over to the window but stumble on the carpet of a polar bear and I shriek. “Oh my gorgeous, I didn’t even notice it.” It’s a wonder I didn’t, considering how big it is and the fact that my foot almost got caught in its open gape. 
 
       “I’m glad you did,” Axwell rasps. “I’ll fuck you on that rug later.” 
 
       My cheeks fill with heat. He sure doesn’t mince his words or actions for that matter. Still flushed, I concentrate on the chess board, looking at it in awe, until I feel my cheek prickle and I catch Axwell staring at me with a fanatical look in his eyes. I lick my lips. “It’s beautiful.” Obviously it’s antique and handmade. I pick up one of the pawns and roll it around. Possibly even medieval. 
 
       “It’s yours,” he says and I grin. 
 
       “Can I try it?” He shrugs and I point at the other chair. “Sit down.” 
 
       He chuckles hoarsely at my sudden bossiness but he sits. I swallow because this is not like when I play with other guys. They usually fidget nervously or the ultra-competitive ones try to stare me down but Axwell is nothing like them. He’s not even blinking, drinking me in with his eyes in a way that makes me never want him to leave me alone. 
 
       “You wanna be black or white?” 
 
       He arches a brow. “Black.” 
 
       Of course, he wants that. It’s his color and I make the first move. “Are you a good player?” I ask but he shakes his head. 
 
       “I don’t like games that have rules. I prefer the ones out in the real world.” 
 
       Gulping, I’m reminded of what kind of a man he really is. “Well...I love these kinds of games,” I murmur. “Been playing since I was six years old.” I glance at him and he nods as if wanting me to continue, wanting to hang onto my every word. “My babysitter took me to the park and I saw a couple playing and couldn’t look away. That’s where my fascination started.” 
 
       Axwell nods. “Tell me more about your tournaments,” he says, moving a pawn and he’s lying when he said he wasn’t good. That was a nice move. 
 
       “Some of them are abroad but it’s not that often. Mostly it’s on home turf.” 
 
       “We don’t always allow our women to travel,” Axwell says, “out of security reasons.” He drags a breath. “And I don’t know how I’ll be able to watch you sit across a man, while he watches you.” 
 
       Oh heck, here we go again. “Not every male alive feels the same way you feel about me,” I tell him but he doesn’t seem convinced. I know I’m right though because even at the age I’m at, I still haven’t been intimate with anyone and most guys run for the hills when they realize I can beat them in strategy. “You’re going to have to let me have my career.” 
 
       He grinds his jaw. “I’ll figure something out.” He brushes his cheek. “Rig the game maybe, to get you out of there as soon as possible. Or send cut off body parts to your opponent, just in case they think of crossing the line.” 
 
       I gawk. “Axe! You will under no circumstance do that.” Axwell crosses his arms, practically pouting as if I’m the unreasonable one. “And what do you even consider crossing a line. A man just glancing at me?” 
 
       “Knowing your name,” he replies without hesitating and I gawk. 
 
       “Why don’t you just lock me up in this house and hide the key?” I mutter but I shouldn’t have said that because he gets a shiny glimmer in his eyes as if the thought is appealing and I cry, “That was hypothetical!” 
 
       “Thought it was a suggestion,” Axwell mutters. “A pretty decent one in my opinion.” He seems disappointed and I move a pawn, murmuring, 
 
       “Check mate.” 
 
       Axwell grins, slowly clapping his hands until his praise almost goes to my head. He leans back in his chair, looking at me as if I’m endlessly fascinating and it makes me prickly with giddiness. Will he always watch me like that? Even when he finds out that there are some things I haven’t told him and that a good girl would? 
 
       Frowning a little as if he catches the subtle change in my body, he strokes my hair behind my ear before cupping my face and I never want any other man to cup my face in my life. 
 
       “You seem tense, beloved.” His eyes lower to my lips. “How about a shoulder rub?” 
 
       I would actually love that and I’m eager for us to touch, so I nod and stand up, while he shamelessly checks out my backside. He leads me down the halls and his energy is silent and brooding. Impatient. Opening up a door, he puts his hand on my lower back and moves me over the threshold and my heart starts thrashing. 
 
       This is his room. There’s a canopy bed and the sheets are silky red. Nervous, I bite my lip and glance at him and he firmly closes the door. My lower belly part flutters because I’ve already seen him bare chested since he so barbarically ripped his shirt off but its different when seeing a bare chested male out in public, compared to seeing him in private. 
 
       It’s more intimate and I’m about as relaxed as a statue when he walks over to his bed and rasps, “These are nice sheets.” His eyes warm. “I wanna see how your hair looks flared out on them.” He reaches his hand, beckoning for me to come closer and I do. “Sit down,” he adds and I sit on the edge. 
 
       Axwell moves behind me and I feel the mattress dip. My eyes flutter when he puts his hands on my shoulders but he gives them a squeeze so hard I yelp, “Ouch!” 
 
       “Fuck,” he curses. “Was I too rough?” He mutters in frustration, “Forgive me. I’m too used to my own strength.” 
 
       “Just a little more gently,” I urge and he complies. At first, he’s still a little too brusque but then he gets the hang of it and starts going slower and deeper. I moan when he loosens up all the knots and I think of everything that’s transpired. This morning I was about to be attacked, then a mad mobster saved me and declared me as his while looking at me with the most consuming eyes I’ve ever seen. And now I’m in his mansion that reminds me of something straight out of movie, while getting shoulder rubbed by him as if this is a normal end to a day. 
 
       So much has happened and we’ve gone through so many emotions together that it feels like I’ve known Axwell for years rather than hours. Though, I still haven’t told him the whole truth and nervousness floods me when I wonder what will happened when he finds out. Will he be furious, think I’ve deceived him? 
 
       But I haven’t deceived him! My feelings for him are real and that won’t change. Nothing can change that and I feel a wave of unease when I grasp that I’ll hang onto him even if he pushes me away. Realizing how helpless I am in my emotions to him is terrifying. I shudder, whispering, 
 
       “Don’t ever let me go, Axe. No matter what.” 
 
       “Hm, what did you say, beloved?” Axwell rasps and I figure he really didn’t hear me and I flush. Maybe it’s for the better he didn’t hear me. “Do you need me to change the pressure? Harder or softer?” 
 
       “Softer,” I breathe, trying not to moan too loud when he moves to massage me with his mouth. He leaves feather light kisses all over my neck and shoulders and I feel something stirring within, warm energy rising from my gut to my skull and it makes it prickle. And I gasp when he hooks his fingers underneath the straps of my top and drags the fabric down my shoulders... 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Axwell 
 
      
 
      
 
    If someone had told me a year ago this was going to happen, I wouldn’t have believed them. My body isn’t just mine anymore. It’s hers with all its power and with all of its forceful uses. All the hard parts are hers. But so are the soft ones. 
 
       I grind my jaw, forcing myself to slow down to make this as pleasurable for her as possible. She fidgets when I slide the top down, exposing her in her little lace bra. White cups of something innocent and pure, safekeeping a pair of lush breasts that just about spill out over the edge. I kiss my way down her spine and she moves under the pressure of my mouth, her nails digging into my sheets, the smell of her skin turning warm and a scent of passion fills the air. 
 
       In my bed she’s unprotected, a girl whose killer curves are about to be ravaged by a killer and my chest floods with triumph. Clasping her mouth, I kiss her like I own her, everything to avoid her getting any ideas about this not being serious, about her not being inked in my veins for life because she is inked in me. That red ink of hers mingles in my system until I’m drunk on her very own, private-blended concoction. 
 
       “You make me wanna weep, beloved,” I rasp and she shudders. “How the fuck is something as beautiful as you even allowed to exist?” Her back arches, supple and graceful and I’m too debase for her, too rough but she bends her head back as if trying to show me she wants this when my hands go to her shorts. 
 
       I take them off and she’s wearing an iridescent thong with little bows on the sides and I want to slice them apart. She’s half naked and it feels like I’ve dipped my hand into a chocolate box, about to unwrap a cherry filled praline. Yale’s going to burst in my mouth and I’ll burst in her. She turns to look at me, her mouth turning rosier and rosier by the second. 
 
       “Axe, I haven’t had a chance to wash up,” she whispers, seemingly embarrassed. “I’ve had these underwear and these clothes all day and...” She trails off when I shake my head, burying my face in her top and her shorts and I inhale like a fanatic. 
 
       “You’re already too clean,” I say. “Get any cleaner and I’ll feel too dirty to touch you.” She bites her lip when my fingers move to her bra strap and I unclasp it. The most perfect tits tumble out, creamy cushions with mauve colored tips and I groan, growling and I grab them in my palms, causing her to pant. Her hips lift off the mattress, her body turning greedy and I growl, “Take that little thong off.” Yale’s hands fly to the bows and I bite out, “Slowly. Draw it out, tease your male.” 
 
       Tease me because if she goes too fast, I’ll pounce on her and I don’t want her to regret anything. She’s primed for me, a pampered knockout that my body’s eager to penetrate, to burst open and overflow with my power and virility.  
 
       Gasping, she slides it down her legs while I play with her breasts but then I get distracted and it feels like I’ve just been introduced to the meaning of my existence. Her slit is hardcore beauty, tightness and innocence adorned with a little strip of crimson right on the mound. I moan at the sight of it, praising her when she starts projecting pearls of wetness under my gaze. 
 
       “I need those lips,” I snarl, going for the ones that are begging for a kiss and I cup her neck, pulling her in hard and ferociously. She pants under my mouth, her hands going to my chest and she tugs at my ruined vest and shirt. 
 
       “You need to be naked like me,” she breathes and drags them down my torso and her eyes widen. “You have a magnificent chest,” she whispers. “I could admire you for hours...” A girl like her admiring me? Is this real or a fucking illusion? I decide that it better be real and gently fist her hair and pull her down on the bed. A flicker flashes in her eyes and she adds, “Your pants too.” 
 
       Sliding off the leather, I keep the boxers on because I don’t want to startle her but she still gulps at the sight of the bulge at the front. To get her to ease, I warm her up between her legs and she moans and rolls in waves at the friction until her nipples pucker, screaming for attention and I put one in my mouth. She soaks my hand like she’s a little dam that just ruptured and my eyes flutter at the silkiness running between my fingers like cream. She’s so taut, I need to thoroughly probe her to get her to open up and when she finally does, I bend down and give her a good lick. Yale twitches and I smirk, rubbing my face on her before my tongue finds its way through her pink crease. 
 
       “I’ll lick you real sweet, beloved,” I rasp as she jerks her hips against my mouth, “and you will come for me. I’m going to give it all to you,” I murmur, my body ablaze. “I’m going to give it to you so fucking good.” 
 
       “Yes...,” she whispers weakly and her head starts to thrash, “anything you want...” She tries spreading her thighs even more, doing her best to meet my laps and I hoarsely chuckle. The fact that she’s trying to make an effort despite being a little virgin drives me wild. 
 
       And I’m going to eat her right up. 
 
       Her arousal oozes out of her, radiates the whole fucking room until I go almost blind and I snatch her clit between my lips, growling as she explodes against my mouth, her sinuous hips bucking, her swollen incision pulsating from the aftershocks. I swirl my tongue around, cleaning her up until her legs and arms fall flat on the side. 
 
       “Mmm, I didn’t even know you could make me feel this good,” she whimpers, then stutters, “there’s m...more?” 
 
       She says that because I’m touching her with my hand again, making sure she’s ready. “Need you saturated,” I say, my voice distorted from how much I want her and her mouth falls open. “If I lose control just tell me to get the hell off of you.” 
 
       To my surprise, she shakes her head and then her hand goes to my face while I continue to work her. 
 
       “Don’t you understand, Axe?” Her eyes shimmer with sweetness. “I could never tell you to get off me. Don’t you feel how much I want you?” 
 
       She smiles when her arousal causes her body to spasm and at her words I nearly fucking howl like an animal from the triumph. Unable to wait any longer, I rip my boxers down. I flip her until she’s on all fours and I mount her, forcing my way into her body and she cries out, 
 
       “Oh yes. Axe, don’t hold back. Give me more if you need to. ” 
 
       I need to. I’m not even halfway in and she’s already acting like she’s breaking. And she doesn’t even know what she’s asking for but she asked for it and I’m going to give her whatever she requests. Sweat slides down my forehead as impatience flares in me because I did try. I tried to be as gentle as I could for her... 
 
       But the instinct in me is too strong and I stop holding back. 
 
       She screams, her long hair whipping against her back, her pretty skin glowing from our lovemaking like a candle in the dark. 
 
       “Tell me how bad your body wants my cock,” I growl. 
 
       “So bad....all my body wants is your thick cock hard!” Then she begins shaking, regretting her words. “Wait, wait...softer.” 
 
       “Softer?” I snarl. “You sure.” 
 
       A sob exhales from her throat and she seems unsure but then she shakes her head. My beloved is giving me free reins and I pound into her like a man and crazed mobster in love all at once and she goes wild, trying to meet each thrust, her body begging for more until she begins to whimper, asking for less. 
 
       “Tell me to stop,” I grate between my teeth but nothing comes out of her lips other than moans. I grab her hair to hold her in place, grinding inside of her until she’s sizzling and bursting all around me. 
 
       Throwing her on her back, I force her to ride the motions, take everything I give her. Her eyes flutter and she’s gone weak, her body, and mind raw but she knows what I need, giving me all the access I want, access to her slit, mouth and breasts and she even throws her head to the side, showcasing her pretty neck in submission. 
 
       I shove into her harder and she cries out from pleasure, coming forcefully. Her little curves shudder as I watch her body swallow my shaft, the slick sounds of our bodies mingles with the sound of our moans and the bed’s creaking but something’s up. I can’t stop. 
 
       How the hell do I pull out of her when she feels this good? I can’t. She feels too miraculous, too right and she’s wrapped so tightly around me like she adores me. 
 
       I cup her neck, pulling her face up to mine. 
 
       “Tell me to get off of you,” I rasp, worried this will be too much for her and she whimpers in confusion. I start fucking her like I want to break her, my hips piston inside of her uncontrollably, causing her teeth to clap and she has problems answering. “Shove at me to get off!” 
 
       “I won’t! Ever.” Her eyes flare in defiance. “Fuck me, Axe!” she cries, and blood pumps in my temples. Our eyes widen in shock, our attraction too strong, our need too powerful and we’ve been created for one another and she will always belong to me, her body helpless when facing mine, my body helpless when facing hers. She makes an attempt to soothe me, stroking my chest but it does the exact opposite. Her touch is like fire and I grind my jaw, my shaft hitting her until she starts whimpering uncontrollably, her warmth almost unable to take the overwhelming fullness and I grow rabid. 
 
       My beloved is mine and I am hers!  
 
       I break her in with all my power, exploding in her, saturating her with all I got and she takes it with a dazed smile on her lips. Yale limply falls and her eyes are stunned, the moans coming out of her mouth velvet soft. I come down on top of her, rasping in her ear she’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me and that’s how we fall asleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yale 
 
      
 
    “Get back here,” a voice rasps in the dark and an arm snatches me close to a steely chest, from the edge of the bed. “Need you next to me.” 
 
       Sometime during the night, I drifted away from Axwell which obviously he doesn’t like. I open my eyes and it’s actually not as dark as I thought. Morning must be near and I stir. Axwell breathes evenly, his one hand resting on the curve of my butt and he has his face in the nook of my neck. I knew going with him, meant I would be his woman but I didn’t know how much he would consume me. 
 
       He drank all my milk and honey but who else to better be nourished by it than him? And that reminds me, I wouldn’t mind some breakfast even if it’s a little too early. Maybe I can find something in the cupboards downstairs and impress Axwell with my attempt at domesticity. 
 
       Seems like he’s drowsed off again. I’m pretty exhausted myself but I squirm out of his firm grip and sneak over to the window and look out. Everything looks normal, peaceful but my stomach drops when I hear a sound in the distance. 
 
       Is that...? 
 
       No probably not, just my imagination running wild and I’m about to walk downstairs when I hear that sound again. Louder. And rumbling like thunder. It’s the sound of motorbikes and I feel myself pale. 
 
       ZeroSum. They’ve found us. 
 
       I let out a wail in distress and it makes Axwell pop his silvery eyes open and his large body moves under the covers. 
 
       “Beloved?” he asks in surprise, his muscles already flexed like he’s ready to attack whatever needs to be attacked. “What’s the matter?” He tenses when he hears the sound and he’s out of the bed so fast, he almost turns into a blur. “Get away from there!” he warns, wrapping an arm around my neck and he ushers me over to the bed or more like throws me on the mattress and I land on the pillows. He on the other hand does not move away from the windows and I panic, bolting out of bed and I grab his arm, pulling at him. 
 
       “It’s you who needs to get away,” I plead. “They’ve come for you!” 
 
       “Sch,” he whispers as if not hearing me, cupping my hip and he gives it a squeeze. “You don’t need to be afraid. I won’t let them harm you.” 
 
       But it’s not me I’m talking about! 
 
       My body freezes when half a dozen bikes drive up on Axwell’s courtyard and Axwell pushes me back. “Stay down,” he snarls. “I’ll go and deal with this.” 
 
       “You can’t!” I screech. “Don’t go!” He ignores me and I throw myself around his neck, trying to get him to stay but somehow he shrugs me off and I slide down his body like water down a mountain and I panic. “Axe, please!” I beg. 
 
    “You don’t understand! It’s not what you think.” 
 
       He’s too worked up to hear me. What if they shoot him? What if he shoots them? As if he hasn’t heard my plead, Axwell moves toward the door and my own helplessness almost leaves me numb. I need to get him to stay with me... 
 
       And I’ll do anything to keep him safe. 
 
       “Axe, I’m soaked,” I breathe and it gets him to stop so hard, he almost stumbles over himself and he whips around. I bite my lip. “Don’t you need to do something g about...that...?” 
 
       He looks like he’s close to erupting like a volcano but then a muscle ticks in his jaw. “Please Yale,” he rasps, acting like he’s in pain because he can’t satisfy my basic instinct. “Don’t do this to me now...” 
 
       I shake my head. “Help me. I’m trying to squeeze my thighs but I can’t h...hold it in.” 
 
       “Fuck,” he curses, lunging at me and I gasp when he snatches me and his eyes sparkle like lightning. “I’ll give it to you quickly.” 
 
       Oh no, he won’t! 
 
       “You really shouldn’t have done this,” he warns with fire in his eyes and the way he holds himself like he’s on the edge of a ledge, makes me lose my breath in anticipation, “you know what’ll happen...” 
 
       I know. He will eat into me but that’s exactly what I want. He’s about to claim me but I don’t allow it. Whimpering, I go down on my knees before him and I move so fast, I almost hit the floorboards. 
 
       “Pillow,” he growls in a voice distorted from desire. He’s probably referring to him wanting me to put a pillow under my knees so they won’t ache but I shake my head, defying him and his eyes flash when he looks down at me. I love his eyes when they’re like that, when I’m delicate and he’s so robust and durable that I know it won’t matter how many times I crash into him. He’ll always be there, ready to take me. 
 
       I clasp his shaft into my hands, giving it a squeeze and he groans, “Beloved, your timing couldn’t be any worse...” 
 
       But it’s not timing, I’m worried about. It’s him. I put my lips on the tip, gripping the tattooed base and my eyes flare at how good this feels to me. His body strains, his fingers gripping my hair a little bit recklessly which means he enjoys this. 
 
       He’s trying to fight it, his need to protect me greater than his need to have me but he’s only a man and his body betrays him, his hunger rising until he’s snarling and growling. He pulls me closer, his thighs rippling, his abs tensing with his hardened breaths. I have the most powerful male before me and it makes my heart skip a beat. 
 
       We both want this so much, our hands searching and stroking and determination flares in me when he pumps his hips in my face, encouraging me to wring him dry. 
 
       “Please,” Axwell moans. “Yale, please...” 
 
       He wants me to finish him. 
 
       “Axwell X,” a voice shouts from the courtyard and my eyes flare. “Get out here. We have unresolved business with you.” 
 
       They’re going to have to wait! When Axwell starts to move away, anxiety floods me and I begin to pump him with my mouth, sucking my cheeks in while I flood him with firm laps and he curses, pistons his hips and I can taste that he’s close. 
 
       “Going to come...,” he rasps, swelling and contracting in my soft mouth and my eyes roll back in my head. 
 
       “Get the hell out!” that voice shouts again. Axwell gets something dark in his eyes, I don’t like so to distract him I put his hand on my breast. He squeezes it like he’s squeezing an orange and I cry out. Next time I blink, he’s shoved himself inside of me and I’m on my back on the cold floor. I moan when he grunts and pushes, the back of my head brushing against the wood and I move my hips to meet him. 
 
       “Need my woman satisfied,” he groans, “hard to leave your warmth.” His words come out broken and tense. “But fuck me, I have to...” Dazed and pissed off at the situation, he lets out a growl, gives me a soft kiss and pulls out but I won’t let him do this! 
 
       “Put it back in. Please, just work with me!” I beg, clawing at him and I use my body to roll him over. It seems to take him by surprise because he doesn’t have time to react and his hips are already rolling under me. Triumphant I slide down in a slow, fluid motion and we both cry out in shock at how good that felt, our mouths kissing desperately, our bodies arcing and I nearly buck off Axwell when he gives me everything he’s been holding back. He drives into me like I’m nothing and I clutch to him, trying to give back as good as I take and then I start bouncing. “Ahh...,” I moan and Axwell snarls, grabbing my hips and he uses my body to slide me up and down. 
 
       “Making me crazy,” he growls, “going insane...acting reckless, all because of you...” 
 
       In response, I nod desperately because I need him to be reckless and I look down at where our bodies meet, at the intricate pattern of inked black disappearing into my pink. 
 
       The lust slamming into me is hard and demanding but not more demanding than Axwell, and he treats me like I’m dripping with feminine gifts of pleasure that are his to wring dry. He satiates himself using me, I’m the only thing capable of deeply satisfying him.  
 
       “Rest those big tits in my hands,” he commands and I oblige, putting my breasts in his waiting palms and he treats them attentively and with greed like they’re made out of rose gold. I bounce harder, feeling myself contract around him. I squeeze my eyes, ready to let go when a bullet flies through the window, hitting the wall, close to the ceiling. 
 
       I scream, scream while coming at the same time and Axwell arches his neck, his face straining, the veins on his arms almost popping and he floods me. My head drops, my heart pounding and he presses his lips against mine. A moment of connection and then suddenly, we’re not attached anymore. He rises, his massive body prowling and he bends down and takes out the biggest weapon I’ve seen, from underneath the bed. 
 
       He’s in attack mode, furious that they shot at us. His eyes turn to me, his face determined and I scurry. “Stay here,” he says in a severe voice. “If you get in the crosshairs, I’ll kill them all. One by one.” He leaves, closing the door but I don’t waste any time. Getting up, I open up one of Axwell’s drawers and yank out a shirt and put it on, before running out. 
 
       When I’m at the top of the staircase, he’s already at the entrance and my heart squeezes. 
 
       “Axe!” I cry in warning, stumbling down the stairs and I run after him. I burst outside with my arms raised and Axwell snarls, 
 
       “Get back inside.” 
 
       He’s stark naked, his legs wide apart, his muscular back heaving with violence. The weapon is lifted in his arms and he’s pointing at the bikers that are pointing their own guns at him. I throw myself at Axwell, shielding him with my body. 
 
       Don’t they see what we’ve done? Don’t they see the distress we’re in at the threat of our bond being broken? 
 
       “You can’t do this!” I scream at them, the wind whipping at me and I curse my own smallness because I can never truly shield Axwell as well as I wish I could. I feel him clasp my upper arm, shoving me behind him and he lifts the weapon again. 
 
       “Yale!” he snaps. “Inside.” 
 
       My fingers dig into his skin. “You don’t understand. They’re not here to hurt us.” I drag a breath. “They’re here to p...protect me.” 
 
       “From who?” Axwell asks in a voice that makes it sound like I’m making up stuff out of thin air and I lick my lips. 
 
       “From you.” He frowns, tensing and I add, “I’m the niece of ZeroSum’s leader. That’s what I was trying to tell you minutes ago. That’s why I tried to run when you claimed me as yours.” 
 
       His head whips around. “You thought I would hold it against you?” Axwell asks and I nod and something flashes in his eyes. 
 
       “Give her back up,” ZeroSum yells and I want to bark at them to leave us alone. “She’s not yours.” 
 
       Yes, I am! Now more than ever because of the way he’s ready to defend me. Defend what we feel for each other and he’s treating it like it’s the most precious thing creation ever has witnessed.  
 
       Axwell growls, his aggression crammed and I hurry to yelp. “Don’t say that to him! Please...he knows how to be good...,” I lick my lips, “when he wants to...” 
 
       “Yale, you’ve lost your mind!” they yell and I yell back that I want him, that he’s not forcing me to anything and that I’m here out of my own free will but they’re not buying it. They don’t understand. Don’t understand what a girl like me could have in common with a walker of the underworld. 
 
       But our bond breaks boundaries, connects two worlds that usually don’t meet. 
 
       Axwell’s lip pulls over his teeth. “Beloved, go wait for me upstairs in my bedroom.” 
 
       His tone is overly calm and I yelp, “Be nice!” And then I have no choice but to run back inside. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    8. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Axwell 
 
      
 
    Now that Yale is out of the way, I turn toward the bikers again. They found out about us after one of their informers saw me and Yale at the diner and ratted. They’re watching me aggressively, their bikes purring and they still have their guns pointing at me. So, they want me to give up Yale? I’d rather be skinned alive and I sneer. I’m territorial and I don’t want men this close to my woman, especially men I don’t know. 
 
       I’m still throbbing even though I’m spent and she chose the worst time to get to know my cock. I nearly busted, nearly had her swallow me while a threat waited outside. My eyes quickly squeeze and behind my lids I see Yale on her knees, her bee stung lips sliding, her hand holding me in a grip that’s too loose because of her lack of experience and it excited me beyond measure. In that room, I could barely control myself as her thighs shuddered, her body moving like she was in heat and she enjoyed it. She enjoyed sucking me, treating me to her perfect, loving mouth. 
 
       But Yale is wrong. She says the bikers aren’t a real threat but that’s not true. Any male, good or bad is a threat when trying to trespass upon my woman. Upon what is mine. 
 
       “Yale belongs to us,” they shout and fury explodes in me. “You have no right to her.” 
 
       “Neither do you,” I growl. “She doesn’t fucking want you.” I fist my chest. “She wants me.” 
 
       “Yeah, you’ve twisted her,” they snarl. “Yale’s got a good head on her shoulders. Why the hell would she willingly go with someone from the NM?” 
 
       Because she knows that when something is meant to be then nothing can stop it. More importantly nothing can stop me. I’ve turned myself inside out in order to have her and if these fuckers think they can come and take her from me, then this courtyard will very soon turn into a burial site. 
 
       Which would be a shame, since I don’t think Yale would appreciate that and I’d hate to disappoint my woman. She’s done much for me simply by breathing, she’s calmed me down and she’s the sole reason to why I haven’t started shooting yet. It’s because I want to be good in her eyes even when I’m bad. She’s the first mouthful of air after coming up from the ice lake, the needed warmth beneath the pelts on a raw winter morning. Withdrawing to the shadows now is impossible when my Yale flickers like a torch, showing me a more lit up way. 
 
       “You say you want to protect her but maybe you should have protected her the other day,” I snarl. “She would have been jumped by one of your members had I not been there.” 
 
       They look confused, so confused they almost lower their guns and they exchange angry looks with each other. They proceed with telling me that the fucker wasn’t a ZeroSum member but was only pretending. Faking it to get certain privileges. I’m not surprised and it looks like we had an enemy in common but that doesn’t warm me up to them. The only group I’m loyal to are my brothers. And now Yale. 
 
       Who I can’t wait to get back to and I growl, “As fun as this little meeting has been, I don’t want to see your faces here ever again.” I grin. “Now hop on your little tricycles and get the fuck off my property.” 
 
       They don’t move and I curse, raising the weapon and I start shooting. Bullets fly and they lower their guns, curse and drive off so fast, they leave clouds of dust behind. Lowering the weapon, I smirk. 
 
       “Bikers...,” I sneer with disgust and walk back into the house. They were lucky, my woman’s kindness and plead to the better parts of my nature, spared them. I put the weapon in the corner and my body brims with the urge to sink into Yale. Walking upstairs, I’m already so hard I can barely see straight. Opening my bedroom, I prepare to see Yale’s eager face smile back at me but she’s not there. 
 
       Immediately, I’m on edge. I told her to wait here for me. I wanted her to wait for me in my bed, ready to reward myself with her. And now she’s nowhere in sight. 
 
       Something inside of me caves, tumbling like a row of dominoes. I let out a furious growl, searching the whole house for her, searching every door that’s closed, my fury rising by the second. Standing outside of the library, I kick the door in and my whole system floods with relief when I hear Yale’s gasp. 
 
       “What’s gotten into you?” she breathes, scurrying and she’s lying on the polar bear rug next to the fireplace. It’s lit, the flames dancing behind her and beckoning me to come closer. And best of all is that she’s naked. Ready for me. Licking her lips, she murmurs, “You said you were going to do something to me on this rug.” 
 
       Yeah, I did say that and I consume her with my eyes. “And I will,” I rasp, putting my hand over my heart and it aches, “but not before you agree to marry me.” 
 
       She squeaks, clasping a palm over her mouth and I catch the unmistakable shiver of excitement in her body. “You only marry the ones you love.” 
 
    I stalk over to her. “Good thing then, I love you with every inch of me.” Every single one and there’s a hell of a lot of inches. Her eyes flutter when I come down on top of her. She lets out a moan, snaking underneath in me in a way that almost makes me lose my damn mind and her body is permissive toward the harshness of mine.  
 
       “I love you too,” she whispers, breathing on me. “Every inch of me is yours. My heart, my body, my spirit that only listens to you...” 
 
       “Someone must’ve made a deal with the devil for me,” I rasp, my voice thick with emotions. “Because there’s no other way someone like me would get an angel like you.” 
 
       “You’re worthy,” she whispers and she raises her face and flicks her little tongue out against my mouth, “more than you think and more than you know.” 
 
       That’s how my woman talks to me, with pure admiration and adoration as if I’m the greatest man to ever have walked this earth. Clasping her neck, I seize her lips and drown her in my adoration and she fiercely responds, her body quickly turning slick with fever and she breathes, 
 
      “We’re beautiful when we’re together...” Her face strains from feminine emotions. “Aren’t we beautiful, Axe?” 
 
       I look down at her and I nod, burying my face in her hair, before my heart and body explodes and extinguishes me. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Axwell-Two years later 
 
      
 
    I’m both proud and frustrated. Proud of my talented wife and frustrated that she’s not right next to me. I grind my jaw as I watch my beloved. I’m standing in the audience while Yale is up at the podium giving everyone the show of their lifetime. Her face is serious and focused, her pump clapping against the leg of the table because this is a big deal to her. If she wins this, she’ll be the number one female chess player in the world. 
 
    It hasn’t been easy, letting her leave home to compete but I’ve been with her on all of her trips, making sure nothing ever gets out of my control. She’s grateful I didn’t fight her more on her career but I wouldn’t be able to stand waking up, and not seeing a smile on her face. This is what she loves and I love her, which forces me to push back the more demanding parts of me. It’s how she teaches me. 
 
       Yale adjusted surprisingly fast to life at the compound. We have a whole floor to ourselves and one of the rooms has been remade into a baby’s chamber. My eyes go to Yale again and it’s crucial to me she wins this. She has agreed on us expanding our family if she does, which means that the future of my heirs depends on this game. 
 
       I glance at her opponent, a dorky guy I could break like a twig if I wanted to and if Yale loses this game, I will. Then I’ll take her out to her favorite restaurant and once back home, I’ll let her cry out on my shoulder if she needs to and make love to her until she calms down. Yale is absorbed by the game, but her opponent stressfully turns his face my way and I give him my murderous eyes. He jolts but Yale doesn’t notice anything and she seems pensive, cautious and then she makes a move and her whole demeanor changes, a smile lighting up her face and I relax. 
 
       Check. Mate. And thank fuck. Now she can return to just being my wife. Return to being my young, sultry thing that accepts me wholeheartedly despite of my ferocity. 
 
       “Can you believe it?” she beams at me, later on when we’re out in the hallway and I’ve greeted her with a bouquet. “Number one in the whole world!” 
 
       She’s always been my number one and I press my lips against hers. “Proud of you, beloved.” 
 
       Her cheeks tint from the praise and then she shakes her head as we start walking toward the exit. “It’s so strange, you know. How nervous he seemed. Usually he’s never that nervous, usually he just insults me and...” She trails off, her mouth opening in a gasp and her head whips my way and she cries out, “What did you do?” 
 
       I smirk. “Threatened him.” 
 
       Yale pales. “What! Are you out of your mind?” 
 
       I shrug. “I let him know if he cheats on my woman, he’ll be dead before he gets a chance to regret it.” 
 
       “Great!” Yale cries, flaring out with her arms in exasperation before her eyes narrow at me, arms crossing and I love it when she scolds me, especially when she’s dressed in her conservative clothes and has her hair in a tight bun. “You seem pretty pleased with yourself.” 
 
       Grinning, I nod and I put my hand on her flat belly. “Remember what you told me would happen if you won?” 
 
       Her face softens, her mouth turning plumper and she whispers, “You and me and a ton of babies.” 
 
       Since we’re on the same page, I grab my wife and usher her behind a closed door that as it turns out leads to a broom cupboard. She pants, facing me and her eyes sparkle, her hands moving on my chest. This isn’t the kind of place, where I usually enjoy her but there’s a first time for everything. 
 
       “Missed you while you were on stage,” I growl, attacking her arching throat with kisses. “Any second away from you is one second too much.” 
 
       “Will it ever stop?” Yale pants and she clings to me like she always does. With her whole heart. “This need we have for each other?” 
 
       “Never,” I say heatedly, boring my eyes into hers. “It’s ours. It’s what we are. It’s us.” One king and one queen. One black and one white. One full of shadows and one full of light and their love is where they found their kingdom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Mobster’s Milkmaid 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Adelaide 
 
      
 
    For a lonesome girl, early mornings at the farm are always rough. Stepping out on my porch, I let out a big yawn and rub my eyes. The sun is barely up, the lake vaguely shimmering in the distance and the rooster’s shrieking at the top of his lungs, being the farm’s biggest bully as always. Raising my arms over my head, I do a big stretch. A couple of knots crack in my neck but I’m still tense. I didn’t use to be this on edge before but lately, it’s become my new normal. 
 
       Sighing, I fork my fingers through my hair before walking out to the courtyard and I look over my grounds. It’s the one thing I hold the dearest to my heart. This place has been in my family for ages and I’m the only one left. 
 
       There’s no more Bowen’s standing anymore, except for me and the responsibility weighs heavier on my shoulders than I’d like to admit. We used to be a tight knit clan once, with festive Sunday dinners and loud country music. The men had strong muscles and the women robust hands and this place would run as smooth as cream. Now though, things are different and I pinch my lips at the sight of one of my apple trees. I’ve been so busy, trying to take care of everything that I didn’t have time to pluck them all. And now they’re rotten, letting out a sweet cidery smell that lingers in the air. 
 
       This place can’t fall apart. I don’t care what I have to do but I will never let it deteriorate. It’s a promise I made to my family and it’s a promise, I intend to keep. 
 
       Pulling myself together which is something I have to do every single morning, I go on with feeding the animals, first the chickens and then the few sheep I have and not to mention my half a dozen cats. I’m so consumed by my chores that it takes me a while to realize something’s different this morning. There’s some kind of energy, covering my farm like a black blanket. 
 
       It’s been a long time since I felt an energy like that around here, a masculine one, hard and penetrating. I squint, paying closer attention to my surroundings. 
 
       Is somebody out there? Hiding? 
 
       A shiver drips down my spine, like raindrops on a window and I put my arms around me. If someone wanted to hurt me, there’s nothing I could do to stop them. I’ve always been small and on top of it, violence has always terrified me. Any kind of violence, even a harsh word tends to be too much for me and usually leads to me bursting out in tears. Sometimes I wish I was one of those girls who can ride motorbikes and jab mean people in the face but I’m not. 
 
       I’m just a small dairy farmer. A milkmaid. 
 
       When there’s no sign of an intruder, I decide to shrug off my suspicions and walk into the barn. The cows immediately greet me, causing my lips to curve and I give them a cuddle before grabbing a bucket. Sitting down on a stool, I go ahead and start milking. We’ve always been old fashioned around here, no fancy machinery, no advancements and it gives my farm a pretty picturesque charm. 
 
       No wonder I’m being blackmailed into giving it up. 
 
       Dragging a deep breath, I try to think of something else because otherwise, I’ll probably pass out. I’ve been blackmailed for about six months now, ever since the last Bowen male died. My brother kept this farm running together with me and I had barely begun mourning before the threats came. 
 
       It’s some scary stuff and I often wake up in the middle of the night, just to make sure all doors and windows are closed. My old house creaks a lot and in the past I found it soothing but now I always worry it’s because someone has entered without my permission. In the beginning, I would stay up all night, sit in my chair by the fireplace with an unloaded shotgun beside me and one of my cats tightly pressed to my chest. But keeping watch like that wasn’t sustainable because a girl can’t stay awake forever. 
 
       And going to the cops won’t work. The cops are roughly a handful and pretty much useless. They’re just as terrified of my blackmailers as I am. In fact the whole village is pretty much petrified. 
 
       Brother Beau was the only one who stood up to them. I could use someone like him around, a male that is but I would need someone stronger, more fearless and violent, someone who could protect me and my farm and someone who isn’t afraid of anything. Not even criminals who look like hell itself spat them back out. 
 
       Letting go of the teat, I brush a hand over my forehead. I’m overheating. I wasn’t supposed to be thinking about all the trouble I’m in and now it feels like I’m about to blackout. I do a deep inhale, before clasping my hands and I start pleading. 
 
       I plead to my brother wherever he is that he’ll send someone my way. Someone to help me in my helplessness. I yearn for a strong male. One who is big and mean and viciously violent, someone who won’t spare others out of the kindness of his heart but avenge me. An ugly man who knows nothing but rough treatment. I want him to be ruthless but not so ruthless he uses violence in front of me. 
 
       In front of me there can be no violence, I couldn’t handle it. 
 
       Licking my lips, I hope with all my heart my plea has been heard. Putting my hands back down in my lap, I tense when I feel something stroke the back of my neck. It’s like the wind just caressed me, trying to get my attention and I get goosebumps. The animals turn worried, trampling in place and they wouldn’t do that unless faced with a stranger. Gasping, I whirl around. 
 
       “Who’s there,” I demand to know and my voice is shaking. “Show yourself!” 
 
       Lifting my face, I stare in shock as a giant figure steps out from behind the stacks of hay and my heart volts in my chest. He’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen and it nearly throws me off my stool. His hair is slicked back and the color of glaciers, his eyes polished topaz and shadowed with dark lashes. He’s wearing a black cloak over his dramatically powerful body and it makes him look like he’s surrounded by shadows. I gulp. As much of an effect his strong build has on me, it’s the face I fall for. 
 
       Those even, peaceful features... and I hold down a whimper. This man has the face of legends, of myths, of folklore so revered it has only ever been whispered and it captivates me so much that I reach out to touch it... 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Revenge 
 
      
 
    Beauregard Bowen. If I had any kind of humor, I’d be laughing. What a name and I’m already brimming with annoyance. Hunting down people who owe us money is not how I prefer to spend my day but since I was the one who gave green light, it’s my responsibility to make sure the debt’s paid. 
 
       It should’ve been paid a week ago but I gave the bastard some extra time. Not out of any benevolence but because I don’t like the countryside. And this is deep, deep country and it took me over three hours to get here. 
 
       Turning off the slasher funk music, I get out of my car and slam the door before scanning the area. These lands look like they’ve seen better days. The house in the far back resembles a rusty lump of sugar, and don’t get me started on the smells... 
 
       Pulling my collar higher up to cover half of my face, I steer my steps toward the courtyard but stop in my tracks. It feels like I’ve just slammed my chest into a brick wall, when I catch a small figure briskly running around, feeding the farm animals and I can’t do anything but stare. 
 
       I’ve never seen hair like that. It shines like gold in the weak sun, framing soft and desirable features but she’s too far away for me to see her eyes. She’s not wearing any shoes and she’s dressed practically in rags; a flimsy white cotton dress that follows her body like a zealous admirer. My fingers twitch, from the need to slowly peel her out of that dress and put myself into her body as its new admirer.  
 
       She must be little Adelaide Bowen. Beauregard’s baby sister. She’s a little busy bee, never taking a breather or a break as if the responsibility of this whole farm is solely on her. It makes me want to yank Beauregard out of his bed or wherever he is and kick his ass for letting her work this hard. 
 
       It bothers me to hear her soft grunts when she’s lifting things too heavy for her, and she’s struggling so much that a fine sheen pops up on her buttery soft skin. Her mouth turns red from the furious bites she gives it and I want to put mine over hers and teach her to be gentle with those lips. 
 
       I forget why I’m here for when the girl disappears into the barn and I feel a cut in my chest. The sight of her has spoiled me; same as when I for the first time was gifted a weapon and didn’t want to do anything but to learn how to use it. I want to learn how to use her too. Learn what makes her tick and what a girl like her needs. Glancing up at the house, I ignore my duty for now and step into the barn, making sure I stay hidden behind stacks of hay. 
 
       The smell tickles my nose, forcing me to hold my breath because I don’t want the girl to see me. Incorruptibility seems to follow her like a cloud wherever she goes and there’s something so quiet about her, that I struggle to make myself less abrasive. As a karl in the Nordic Mafia I usually don’t have to worry about how I come across but then I’ve never been in the presence of someone like her. 
 
       For some reason she makes me self-aware, as if I need to make sure my weapons are well concealed under my clothes, my tattoos non visible and I pull the sleeves down. For her I’d like to be something else, something she can lean on without worrying she’ll get blood spatters on her perfect cheek. I watch her milk her cows and there’s so much wholesomeness in this scene that I feel like the wrong witness. 
 
       And she’s young, probably ten or slightly more years younger than me. 
 
       I rub a hand down my face, struggling to breathe and keeping my hands to myself. She’s the most inviting thing I’ve ever seen, from her subtle presence to that faint scent of daffodils from her perfume or soap or whatever it is. Dragging a deep inhale, she stops milking and suddenly she clasps her hands and starts asking her brother for someone to protect her and take vengeance. 
 
       Why is she asking...? I frown. Is Beauregard dead? Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! 
 
       For how long, how long has she been here all on her own? I almost sway as my head spins with fury. How the hell could he just leave her? I don’t give a shit about his death. It’s not an excuse. He should have made sure she’s taken care of, always... 
 
       My thoughts break when I pay closer attention to what she’s saying. She’s saying she needs a man, someone to take care of her and I fill with a territorial desire to be the one she needs. In my chest my heart gives a flutter when she suddenly turns around. Her eyes go big with fear and she demands I show myself. 
 
       Wanting her attention on me, I step out and I hold down a groan when her cornflower eyes meet mine. She’s panting hard, her gaze transfixed on my face and when she reaches out, I take a couple of steps closer and go down on my haunches until we’re almost at eye level. 
 
       I nod, wanting her to touch me and her trembling fingers trace my features in respect and wonder and I shudder on the inside at her worship. 
 
       “What are you?” she whispers, between blushing lips. 
 
       I’m a mobster. And now I’m her avenger. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Revenge 
 
      
 
    My cold skin burns under her touch, my eyes struggling to stay open but I want to keep watching her. I’ve never been touched with this much tenderness and I’ve never allowed anyone to touch me this way either. It makes the hair on my nape stand and my muscles brim under my clothes, a pit of desire flaming in my gut from the need to yank her to me, shove her down on the hay and press into her little body and let her feel its power. 
 
       Tracing her fingers across my cheekbone, she whispers as if dazed, “Beau sure works fast...,” she licks her lips, “though you aint exactly what I asked for.” She sighs, breathing, “Oh well, beggars can’t be choosers...” 
 
       My brows curve over my eyes. I’m exactly what she asked for. She asked for someone to protect her and now here I am. Nobody can do it better than me and nobody other than me is allowed to do it. If there was, he wouldn’t live for long. 
 
       “You sure are handsome,” she murmurs and her face flushes as if she’s usually not this forward. “But I asked for someone cruel and vicious.” 
 
       Yeah, that’s me. You got him. 
 
       “And you aint like that,” she says softly. 
 
       Wrong. 
 
       Letting out a dreamy sigh, she suddenly twitches before looking at me like she just snapped out of her trance and she gasps. “I’m sorry. You probably thinking I’m talking in riddles.” She tugs at the hem of her dress and it’s as if she finally realized I’m a stranger. “Who are you anyway?” 
 
       Rising, I look down at her and she tilts her head to be able to look up at me. The sight of her like this makes me think of carnal things and my throat snares when I rasp, “Revenge Fenrir. Rev for short.” 
 
       Her lips part when she licks them. “You a drifter, Rev? That why you here? To ask for a warm meal and a comfy bed to spend the night?” 
 
       I nod but inwardly I’m surprised at how fast she drew that conclusion. Words lay on the tip of my tongue and I struggle between the urge to tell her who I am, tell her how much power I have and that she never needs to be afraid now that she has me, and the urge to keep my true identity hidden. I remember what she said. She said she doesn’t want to see any violence and I am violence. 
 
       In the end I choose the latter, deciding to not let her come in contact with that part of me. And I’d be lying if I said I don’t find her simplicity appealing. She took one look at me, saw my face and decided that I’m a good man. 
 
       I like her brazen trust but I’m not a good man and I don’t want to be. A good man wouldn’t know how to protect her the way I do. 
 
       With her eyes on me, she gets up and she does it in slow motion which makes her look more sultry than innocent and my fist clenches. The look in her eyes switches from careful to curious and she murmurs, “How’d you get so big and broad-shouldered, Rev? I aint never seen anyone like you.” 
 
       “Drank a lot of milk as a kid,” I rasp and my eyes can’t help but go to her cleavage, and my mouth waters at the way they spill over the top of her dress. She musters a smile behind her hand, not noticing where my gaze went and she brushes past me. I’m standing too close but I make no effort to take a step back and her clothes stroke mine. Looking over her shoulder, she adds, 
 
       “Well come on then, stranger. There’s a meal waiting with your name on.” 
 
       Is something else waiting with my name on too? How about her naked body, laid out in bed with her knees on either side of her face? 
 
       Groaning under my breath, I follow her and she keeps glancing at me with a mixture of relief and excitement and her shoulders are trembling even if she tries to hide it. And when she looks at me, she bites her lip every time as if she needs to stop herself from letting out a triumphant cry. 
 
       Blushing, she mutters, “I know it aint polite of me staring but it’s been a long time since I had a man on this farm.” 
 
       “That so?” 
 
       “It used to be me and my brother but then he died.” 
 
       “How did he die?” 
 
       Her brows knot. “Got kicked by a cow in the face,” she says and her shoulders slump. “Poor Irma. She aint mean it, she got startled that’s all.” She wrings her hands. “I found him early in the morning, lying on the barn floor and... it’s been awful ever since.” 
 
       Water floods her eyes before she clamps a hand over her mouth and shakes her head. “I’m sorry, I aint goan cry cause Bowen’s doan cry.” Pursing her lips, she adds, “It just that I aint never thought I’d end up alone.” 
 
       That’s right. All on her own. And it seems like I’m not a second too late. 
 
       Pushing her hair out of her face, she breathes, “My brother always told me I should get married and I’d say, hells bells Beau, aint nobody goan want me. Aint no man in the village looking for a milkmaid. They all just wanna pump and dump some box dyed starlet. It’s what I’ve heard other girls say anyway...” 
 
       Her eyes widen and she looks at me with worry. “I aint being inappropriate am I?” I’m the wrong man to ask about appropriateness but I shake my head and she continues, “Manners aint ever been my strong side and you seem like such a fine male despite you being a poor drifter.” 
 
       Poor drifter? My teeth grind because what a fucking insult and yet the corners of my mouth twitch. I’ve never been called poor before or a drifter and if the other mobsters heard any of this, they’d be laughing their asses off. As a karl, my rank is right under the underboss and I have my own crew of soldiers that I rule over. 
 
       If I snapped my fingers, those soldiers could be here in a minute and do everything this “poor drifter” orders them to. I could tell them to die for Addie and they would, without asking questions. That’s how deep the code goes and that’s how strong it is. We’re a network that mostly operates in the shadows but make no mistake. 
 
       We are the underworld. 
 
       There’s nobody above us but there’s plenty below. 
 
       “This is my house,” Addie says, proudly gesturing toward the building that in her eyes apparently is something to cheer for. “You can stay for as long as you need.” 
 
       Forever, then. 
 
       “You always invite strange men inside, lamb?” I ask and her gaze lowers with dignity. “I could be a wolf in sheep’s clothing.” 
 
       Redness spreads over her throat before she opens her mouth and bursts into laughter. "You?” She sniggers so violently, she almost folds in half. “Doan you be silly now, Rev. And doan you pull my leg. I aint the sharpest tool in the shed but I know a good heart when I see one.” 
 
       She also knows how to toy with a man’s emotions. Or maybe yanking at them fiercely would be a more fitting description. 
 
       Once she finally stops laughing, I slowly walk up to the porch to join her and she lets out a short breath and puts her hand on the doorknob. She’s still facing me and when I don’t move, worry forms between her brows as if she needs me not to turn my back on her and fuck, she should know I’m already wrapped around her little finger. 
 
       “Tell me something, Addie,” I rasp and stroke her hair over her shoulder because it’s tickling her face and I needed an excuse to touch her. “Back in the barn, why were you asking for protection?” I lean my head to the side, boring my eyes into hers. “What are you so afraid of, lamb?” 
 
       Swallowing, she lowers her chin. “I doan feel comfortable telling you. It aint nice and I doan wanna ruin your morning or give you nightmares.” 
 
       I don’t have nightmares. She must think I’m made out of cotton when I’m really made out of lead. 
 
       “You can trust me,” I urge and she finally agrees after staying silent for a moment. 
 
       “Blackmail,” she breathes with a tremble to her mouth and she pounces down on the porch swing and crosses her arms. “They called the Scarecrow Crew and they aint got anything better to do, than harassing me. They say I need to give up this farm or they goan kill me.” 
 
    A muscle clenches in my jaw. Not before I kill them, one by one... 
 
       I’m vaguely familiar with the Scarecrow Crew or Scar’s Crew as they’re officially known. They’re a gang of unorganized criminals, lowlife cranks. I’m aware they’ve been wreaking havoc in this part of the state, but they’ve never done anything that’s made them a target of the Nordic Mafia. 
 
       Until now. 
 
       Addie gulps. “I get letters containing paper dolls with their limbs ripped off and once their leader Scar showed up in the middle of the night. He walked up to my porch and then he just stood there, waiting for me to come out.” 
 
       Her eyes widen. “But you know what I did? I fired a shot and yelled, you get out of my land, you son of a biscuit! And he did, ran away with his tail between his legs like a coward.” 
 
       I’m sure... 
 
       Anxiety crosses her face and she gets up from the swing and wrings her hands. “I promise you the farm’s safe. Oh, you aint worried now are you? For your safety, I mean?” She turns white in the face. “Doan tell me you goan leave now cause you scared. Please doan...” 
 
       Scared? Me? The thought is laughable. Last time I felt fear, I was twelve years old and in a fistfight. I came out on top and ever since, I’ve never been afraid of anything. Least of all something as pathetic as Scar’s Crew. 
 
       Her expression switches to frantic. “I doan want you to go...,” her eyes dash, “I’ll do anything you want, cook any meal you want, let you take any bed you want...” 
 
       “I’m staying,” I rasp to calm her down and she lets out a sob that makes me want to take her in my arms and let her feel my heart beat, feel how steady it rhythms because nothing fazes me. If it did, I’d crush it without blinking which is what I’ll do to the Crew. Though there’s one thing that seriously disturbs me. 
 
       I don’t think Beauregard died from a kick to the face. At least not a kick from a cow. Wrath ravages me because if they did that to him, it’s only a question of luck and time that my lamb was spared. 
 
       “Thanks,” Addie breathes before turning the knob, “and there’s a hatch in the kitchen where we can hide if it comes down to it.” 
 
       “That’s a relief,” I say in a wry voice but Addie doesn’t pick up on the irony and she nods, shooting me a smile. Eventually, I’ll teach her never to hide. She will stand in my shadows and laugh at her fears in the face. Eventually danger will become familiar to her. It will sleep next to her every night from now on and she’ll grow to learn to love it. 
 
       I take a look around at her home and it’s humble but clean, and it seems like she picked up most of her stuff at the flea market. She lacks a lot while I lack nothing. And I’m already planning on sharing all I have with her. 
 
       Shepherding me toward a chair in the kitchen, she fusses over me and it’s nice being fussed over. Makes my lids feel heavy and there’s an ache in my pants. When she turns around with a jar of sugar in her hands, our eyes meet and she gasps. 
 
       “Why you looking at me like that for, Rev?” she whispers. “You want anything?” 
 
       I do. I want everything. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Adelaide 
 
      
 
    Breakfast, he wants breakfast...the man must be starving. Shivering, I shoot Revenge a nervous smile before promptly turning around and grabbing a pan. Turning on the stove, I mix all the ingredients in a bowl and I’m not exactly being smooth. Flour, sugar and milk are flying because I’m fidgety. 
 
       I’m not always this scattered. I can be sturdy but I’ve never had someone like Revenge in my house before. Whenever I glance at him, his gaze cuts me right in the gut until I almost drop like a puddle to the floor. My throat’s dry, pulse acting like a barrel race horse in my veins and the sun shining through the windows suddenly seems so sharp as if my body is longing for something cool and dark. 
 
       Something like Revenge... 
 
       I twitch. Where did that come from? Revenge is not dark. I look at his face again and it confirms what I’m thinking. Those spirited eyes, that attentive mouth and those gorgeous and caring hands. When he brushed back my hair it was probably one of the most meaningful moments of my life. The touch was everything I’ve ever wanted, firm and strong and... 
 
       “You’re burning the pan,” Rev says huskily and I jerk. I quickly turn down the heat and throw some of the batter into the pan. I hope he’ll like this because I meant it when I said I’ll do anything to make him stay. I know Revenge isn’t the kind of man I asked for but he’s the kind of man, I could grow to adore. 
 
       Besides, I’m not the kind of girl who cares whether her husband can protect her or not. I won’t mind hiding in that hatch for the rest of my life if I need to as long as my future husband is Revenge. 
 
       The batter bubbles fiercely and I’m close to burning everything again. Good grief! I should probably pay more attention to preparing the perfect meal for Revenge than fantasizing about being his. Shaking my head to myself, I turn off the stove and make sure the pancakes are rowed nicely on the plate before taking a deep breath and I go over to Revenge. 
 
       “If you doan like it, just say so. You won’t hurt my feelings.” 
 
       Well, that’s kinda not true...if Revenge would ever be displeased with me, I’d probably start bawling. I have so much admiration for him and I don’t care that he’s a drifter. I’m not exactly royalty myself so I could never look down on Revenge for being a simple wanderer. 
 
       And there’s nothing wrong with a man trying to find his place in the world, nothing wrong at all. I bite my lip because I wouldn’t mind if Revenge found his place right here. 
 
       Revenge’s eyes flash to mine and there’s something in them, something swirling in their depths that makes me gasp. Really, a drifter? You sure about that, Addie...? I shrug myself because of course he is. Nobody ever comes to my farm unless they’re lost or need a place to stay. 
 
       “I appreciate it,” Revenge murmurs and his gaze roams down my body, lingering around my childbearing hips before moving down my bare legs. I’m not wearing any shoes but he probably doesn’t mind. Though his gaze on me does make me feel like the temperature just reached equator levels and I hurry to grab a napkin. 
 
       “It needs to be in your lap,” I murmur, “one of my old high school teachers taught me that. She was a fancy one, from the big city.” Bending down, I spread the napkin over Revenge’s lap and he lets out a tense sound in his throat and I freeze when I brush against some kind of bulge. 
 
       It grows bigger when I rub my thumb over it and I gasp, slamming a hand over my mouth. 
 
       “Sorry,” Revenge says between his teeth as I flood with all kinds of emotions I’ve never felt before. Was that for me? “Mind giving something to wash this down with?” 
 
       Grateful that he’s trying to break the tension, I whirl around and grab a carafe of juice and pour him a tall glass. When I hand it to him, our fingers touch and electricity shoots up my arm. It startles me, causing me to drop the glass and it falls, about to smash when Revenge catches it. 
 
       Some juice spills on the floor but wow, those are some fast reflexes... 
 
       Fanning myself, I sit down on a chair next to him and I can scarcely breathe. If my feelings don’t settle, I’m gonna run out of oxygen. Putting my chin in my hand, I watch Revenge dig into his food and a soft and sad smile crosses my face. 
 
       “When was the last time you ate?” I whisper and he freezes with his utensils in the air, his eyes narrowing in on mine and I add, “S’okay. You aint gotta tell me.” 
 
       “Aren’t you having any?” Revenge asks and I shake my head. 
 
       “I like watching you eat. It’s...satisfying enough.” 
 
       He nods and I watch him methodically shove food into his mouth and chew and my stomach coils. I’ve seen men eat before, didn’t find it particularly exciting but watching Revenge do it, makes me feel like my dress and underwear are all too much for me and aren’t meant to be used when he’s around. 
 
       “And I need to keep on working soon,” I murmur, “there’s a ton of stuff I still need to do on the farm.” I raise my brows. “Are you done?” 
 
       When he says he is, I hurry to clean up, humming to myself and I grab a piece of a leftover still stuck in the pan, before throwing it into the sink and I nearly choke. The salt. I put too much and I spit it out and turn to Revenge who regards me calmly. 
 
       “Why you aint say nothing?” I cry, feeling miserable that he forced all of that down. 
 
       “About what?” Revenge shrugs. He winks at me, before getting up and my face flames. He ate that whole mess simply to avoid hurting my feelings and my limbs feel heavy and warm. 
 
       Just like I thought. A good man. 
 
       “Where you goan?” I breathe when he moves toward the exit and he stops in his tracks and I bite my lip. Did I sound needy now? Probably but Revenge doesn’t seem to mind. 
 
       “I’m finishing the work you have left on the farm,” he says and I stare at him. “You sit back and rest and let me handle it.” 
 
       “Rev, I can’t let you do that. Your back’s goan ache so much, your poor knees...” 
 
       He must be exhausted from wandering from door to door but he shakes his head as if he doesn’t want to hear any protests, and I almost let out a whimper at his virility. His jaw flexes and he takes off his cloak and puts it on a hanger before turning to me again. 
 
       “Don’t go run any errands,” he rasps. “I want you where I can see you.” 
 
       I’m about to answer him but he’s already out the door and my heart flutters in my chest. How can he be so commanding, so sure of himself, so full of...authority? A male like him must’ve been taking orders all his life but he speaks like he’s the one giving the orders. 
 
       As a simple girl with a simple mind, it makes my thoughts spin but my body’s responding. It navigates toward him, searches for him even when he’s not in the room and I gravitate toward his cloak. Burying my nose in it, I inhale the scent and a moan escapes my lips. 
 
       What an exotic fragrance, like ice from the depths of a dark, underwater cave and my lids flutter. I bury my whole face in the fabric and it’s as soft as the butter I churn every weekend. How can his cloak be so soft? It’s nothing like the fabric ever worn by me or my family. There’s a label on the collar but I don’t recognize the name and I can’t pronounce it. Though, I can recognize it’s not exactly the kind of cloak a drifter would wear... 
 
       But so what? a voice says in the back of my mind. Even if he wasn’t who he says he is, you’d still wanna keep him. 
 
       He’s good to me and that’s all that matters. 
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    Revenge 
 
      
 
    When I’m done at the farm it’s already late in the evening. Entering the house, I’m struck by a strange feeling. I belong here. A mobster on a farm and yeah, this isn’t my normal kind of environment but its Addie’s and I’m meant to be wherever she is. 
 
       I find her in the living room, drowsing off in front of the unlit fireplace with an orange cat in her lap. The cat hisses at me, jumps down and scrams and Addie blinks. She twitches when she sees me looking down at her and she scurries. 
 
       “Fell asleep on accident...,” she murmurs but I’m glad she did. It was obvious she needed a break. Blinking, she glances at the little clock above the fireplace and she gasps, “You been out working this whole time? Rev, you shouldn’t have!” 
 
       She calms when I brush her cheek with my knuckles and she swallows. “It was the least I could do,” I rasp, “you’ve shown me great kindness, lamb. You’ve done this thing before?” 
 
       “Done what?” she breathes and her face shines like honey from a lamp’s golden light. 
 
       “Welcomed a man like you did me, fed him, looked after him...” 
 
       Addie nods and I tense. “I was raised to be hospitable. Go out of my way to make sure people feel welcome.” 
 
      Dragging a pained breath, I turn around because it infuriates me to think of any other men she doted on and fussed over and it pisses me off so hard, I want to break something but then I feel her hand on my back. 
 
       “I never let them inside the house. They ate and slept in the barn,” she whispers, “no lines were ever crossed. Promise.” Easing, I give a slow nod and she walks around me. “You must be tired,” she murmurs but I’m not. I’m notorious for my stamina, for my energy reserves that my brothers joke are my only good trait. “I know I am.” 
 
       Then I guess we’re going to bed and I follow Addie as she leads me upstairs to a dark hallway and she doesn’t bother turning on the light as if she feels right at home with me. Biting her lip she says, “I’ll let you have Beau’s room, unless you’d like another?” 
 
       “I want to sleep in yours. With you in your bed,” I rasp and she gasps, swiftly turning around. 
 
       “Rev! If my brother was here, he’d kick your butt for talking that way.” 
 
       Her brother borrowed money from me and I came here to kick his ass, for not paying me back but now I’m just gonna settle for his pretty sister instead. 
 
       “You don’t like a dirty mouth on a man, lamb?” I ask and she shakes her head. 
 
       “We wash dirty mouths with soap around here,” she whispers and the corners of my mouth twitch. I’ll teach her to like it, talk dirty in her ear until she starts asking for it. She lifts her chin. “I may just be a milkmaid but I was taught not to cave for gentlemen.” 
 
       “I’m no gentleman,” I remind her and her eyes widen. 
 
       My brows rise in surprise when she shrugs herself, then takes my hand and leads me into my new bedroom and she murmurs something about needing emotional support and that she hasn’t been in here in a long time. 
 
       There’s a bed by the wall and a clothes chest and Addie opens it up, rummaging through it on her knees. “You goan need something to sleep in,” she murmurs, taking out a pair of pajamas and she hands them to me. 
 
       “Need to give you an extra blanket,” Addie mutters, “it goan be cold cause of the thunder tonight.” She shivers. “I doan like thunder. Do you?” 
 
       I was born during a thunderstorm and have always found it serene. 
 
       A knot forms between her brows. “I’m grateful you’re here,” she says in a low voice before giving a soft smile. “You a lot safer here than out there. You doan need to be afraid no more, Rev,” she says gently. 
 
       “Of what?” I grit and she tilts her pretty head to the side. 
 
       “Of the world,” she whispers, sitting down on the edge of my bed. “There must’ve been so many times when you found it darn scary.” 
 
       “Not really.” 
 
       She throws me a feminine glance as if she’s convinced I’m lying. “You doan need to pretend in front of me. You and I are a little bit the same, aint we? Both vulnerable and defenseless, both threatened. 
 
       Oh but lamb, you couldn’t be more wrong. 
 
       “I’m not defenseless and I’m not vulnerable, Addie,” I tell her gently and she rolls her eyes. 
 
       “Men,” she sighs, almost urging me to bark out who I really am, “always needing to act tough.” With another sigh, she rises. “Doan you worry,” she purrs. “I’ll let you keep your fantasies. My momma always told me stroking a man’s ego is a woman’s most important job.” 
 
       Not more important than stroking other parts of him and it’s a more suitable job for Addie than working on the farm. With a final look my way, she walks out, leaving my door open and I sit down on the edge of my bed. Addie walks into her own room, closing the door but it pops open just as fast, leaving a visible crack. Unaware of this, Addie proceeds with taking off her clothes and I groan, putting a fist in front of my mouth when she unbuttons her dress, standing only in white underwear. 
 
       I can’t breathe when she unclasps her bra but she doesn’t turn around and I only catch the slightest hint of a plump breast. When she hooks her fingers through the strings of her panties, a low growl rises in my chest and I stand, about to barge into her room, throw her on the bed and make crazy love to her when my phone rings. 
 
       Fuck! 
 
       Snarling, I answer and Dolph, the underboss barks, “Where the fuck are you, Fenrir? Been trying to reach you for hours now.” 
 
       “Been distracted,” I snarl, “stay out of my business.” 
 
       “Too late. I’m already on the Bowen’s porch and you got some explaining to do.” 
 
       My grip around the phone tightens when there’s a knock on the front door and I freeze. Hopefully, Addie didn’t hear... 
 
       “Rev, d’you hear that?” she says with a choked cry from inside her room and I hang up, walking into the hallway and to my surprise Addie is on all fours. Looking up at me, she pleads, “Get down, now!” She tugs at my pants. “You can’t let them see you.” 
 
       My heart squeezes in my chest. “Lamb, it’s just a friend of mine,” I say and the panicked redness in her face disappears. 
 
       “A f...friend?” she stutters. “Not one of the Crows?” 
 
       I nod, though Dolph does share some resemblance to a scarecrow. 
 
       Addie lets out a sigh of relief, letting me pull her to her feet and I try not to stare at the floor-length nightgown she’s wearing. I can barely see her body underneath, but the memory of her in only her underwear is still fresh in my mind and my hands itch to free her from the unnecessary garment. 
 
       “If it’s your friend then I’d like to invite him in,” she says, “I’ll go put a robe on...” She stops in her tracks when I clasp her elbow. 
 
       “Addie you stay up here,” I tell her, “I’m the one who’ll be talking to him.” Easing, I stroke her over the hair. “You wait for me and I’ll be up in couple of minutes.” 
 
       She doesn’t look convinced but she doesn’t follow me when I walk downstairs and I get out on the porch and Dolph turns around. His meaty face is fuming. 
 
       “The hell are you doing? You were supposed to be back hours ago. We got work to do with the Italians.” 
 
       “Fuck the Italians,” I snarl, “I told you I’ve been distracted.” I take a step closer to Dolph. “My future wife is inside that house and I’m gonna need you to leave. I’ll come back once I’ve finished some business.” 
 
       “Your business is our business,” Dolph growls and I bore my eyes into his. 
 
       “Not this. This I’ll do on my own.” I explain my plans to Dolph. Tell him I’ll go after the Scarecrow Crew once Addie has fallen asleep. At first he insists on me bringing reinforcement but gives in when he sees I won’t budge. I want to finish them off with my own bare hands. It’s a basic masculine need, the need to harm everyone who has harmed your woman and I don’t want anyone sharing that privilege with me. 
 
       Dolph reluctantly agrees to my plan and he’s about to leave when the front door opens. I tense, throwing a furious glance over my shoulder. Addie doesn’t notice and there’s a hospitable smile plastered on her face that pales slightly at the sight of Dolph. 
 
       “Never mind my robe,” she says in that friendly, warm tone of hers. I stand in front of her, to block Dolph from looking at her but to my great annoyance, she peeks around me. “Just wanted to ask if you wanna come inside? Rev said you doan but I aint never known a man saying no to a fresh bowl of farm ice cream.” 
 
       Dolph’s jaw slightly slacks but I rasp in a curt tone. 
 
       “He can’t stay. He was just about to leave.” 
 
       “Oh,” Addie murmurs, frowning, “then can I get you something for the road? Maybe some cold milk fresh from the cow’s teat...?” 
 
       Dolph’s eyes flare in shock, before dropping to Addie’s cleavage.  
 
       “He doesn’t need anything,” I growl, snatching Addie around the waist and I yank her back into the house and close the door and she turns around, peering at me. 
 
       “Is he really your friend?” she asks and I nod and she crosses her arms. “He doesn’t look as kind as you, though he sure is big.” 
 
       “I’m bigger,” I say with a flare of jealousy that makes me want to run out again and challenge Dolph to a fight just to show Addie I’m the only big, bad around here and the only one she looks up to with those eyes. Addie lets out a low snigger and I add, “Go to bed, Addie. I’ll lock up all the doors.” 
 
       Her lids flutter. “Sure is nice having someone else doing that.” She drags a breath. “Rev if I get scared of the thunder, can I come into your room tonight?” 
 
       I sway in place, my heart skipping a couple of beats in my chest. 
 
       “Yeah,” I rasp hoarsely, “you can come to me.” 
 
       I guess the killing’s gonna have to wait. I don’t want Addie to need me and not find me. She leaves for upstairs and I lock up before heading to my own room. Undressing, I put on the pajamas and usually I sleep naked but with Addie around it’ll be risky. 
 
       Especially if she comes into my room. 
 
       It better thunder tonight. 
 
       Grinding the back of my teeth, I push the covers aside and get into bed. I lay on my back, looking up at the ceiling and I wait and wait...My eyes flash in relief when I hear the first drops smatter against the window and soon a sky fall follows. It pours down but I’m going to need more and I tilt my face to the side. 
 
       Just go ahead and... 
 
       Boom! 
 
       Thank fuck. Thunder blasts, smashing into the ground like a hammer and I hear a squeak from Addie’s room and seconds later she’s standing in the doorway. Pale in the face, she whimpers, crossing the floor so fast I barely get a chance to blink and she worms under the duvet, wriggling erotically until my eyes roll back in my head. 
 
       This. Having my hands full of a farm girl blessed with rich curves is probably as close to ecstasy a monster like me will come. 
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    Adelaide 
 
      
 
    I can barely breathe under the covers and being snuggled up against Revenge’s icy frame feels surprisingly warm and now I understand why people make icehouses to keep the heat. Thunder slams outside and I scooch closer. 
 
       “Feels like the storm’s goan pull up the house by its roots doan it? Not that houses have roots...,” I add with a whisper and Revenge shakes his head in reassurance. 
 
       “You’re safe with me,” he rasps and I bury my head into the pillow. 
 
       “Safer than I am on my own anyway,” I murmur and even in the dark, I notice that Revenge is frowning. I wonder why he always seems to get upset when I doubt his ability to protect me. Thing is that I don’t doubt his ability. It’s just that I know the power of crooks more. 
 
       The crew could pulverize Revenge if they wanted to and that scares me. There are twelve of them and one of Revenge and math has never been my strong side but even I know it means he’s outnumbered. Reassured by the fact that he’s here and safe with me, I smile to myself in the dark and wriggle closer to Revenge but he tenses. 
 
       “Keep wriggling like that and I’ll give you something stiff to wriggle on,” he growls and I gasp. I squeak, lying still for a moment and I stare at his profile. 
 
       “Great balls of fire. You aint got no shame, do you? Beau would’ve killed me if he knew I was snuggling up with you like this.” 
 
       “Then I would’ve killed him,” he slithers in a voice I’ve never heard before. It’s a dark voice, a voice that drips of ferocity and the kind of strength that makes me think of brutal battlegrounds, of sweat and blood splatter and it’s a voice that doesn’t match my image of Revenge. 
 
       “You wouldn’t,” I whisper, “you aint got it in you. Aint no bad bone in your whole gigantic body.” 
 
       He lets out a sound that’s a mix between a grunt and a snort and I hide an eye roll. Men. Always trying to prove they’re much mightier than they actually are and I hold down a sigh. 
 
       “I doan care, Rev, you know that?” I murmur and he tilts his head slightly to the side. “I can tell it bothers you, you aint the man I asked for in the barn but I doan care. I aint trying to ruin your male pride, I just doan want you to feel less than.” 
 
       “Right.” 
 
       Okay, so he doesn’t sound super happy and I figure I better stop talking about it but then I let out a frustrated sound because I can barely fit in the bed. It’s bigger than my own but Revenge is taking up so much space that I’m close to falling off. 
 
       “Mind scooching a little?” I shove at him but my eyes round in surprise because it’s like shoving at a tractor and there’s no way I can budge him. 
 
       “I’m fine like this,” Revenge rasps and I gawk at his unwillingness to compromise. “If you don’t like it, then get on top of me.” 
 
       My body goes soft and my mind goes blank. Get up on him? As in giddy up? I do wonder what his body feels like and unless I take him up on his offer, I’ll fall off the bed so I roll on top of him. He drags a deep inhale and I can barely see him in the dark, except for when thunder lights up the room. And when it lights up, Revenge’s eyes seem to be swirling with secrets. 
 
       His hands go around me and he strokes my lower back until I want to moan. I keep so much tension there, from everything going on with the farm and the death threats but he loosens it up, masterfully. I put my hand up to his face and stroke his symmetric jawline. He doesn’t have stubble as if he borrowed the extra razor in the bathroom to shave. 
 
       “Your skin is like silk,” I moan, “you have the face of a statue...like you been carved from marble.” 
 
       “I’ve been carved from ice and shadows, lamb,” he says in a quiet tone and I bite my lip because I’m barely listening, so consumed by his features and the feel of him that I don’t hear him. 
 
       “Hm?” I whisper and he shakes his head as if to say it wasn’t important. I stop touching his face and feeling bold, my hands trickle down to his buttoned up nightshirt when he clasps my two wrists with his one hand. 
 
       “No.” 
 
       My eyes flare. “Please, Rev. You’re overheating in all that flannel and I doan want you dying from heatstroke. What are you hiding underneath your clothes?” I throw him a pleading glance. “Let me see.” 
 
       He holds me tight before letting go. “Have a look then,” he breathes between his teeth. 
 
       Eagerly, I button up Revenge’s shirt and he’s barely breathing and the few inhales he drags are short and sharp and when I’ve finally unbuttoned him, I pull the shirt aside and stare. It looks like some kind of maze of darkness but then lightning illuminates the room and I notice a pattern. 
 
       It’s strange with symbols reappearing several times and he’s inked all over his torso and down his muscular arms. 
 
       “What are they?” I whisper in fascination because I’ve never seen anything like it. 
 
       “Runes.” 
 
       “What do they say?” 
 
       Revenge cups my neck. “Things that mean something to me.” His eyes bore into mine. “Important things I don’t speak of.” 
 
       “Can I touch them?” I whisper in veneration and I’ve never wanted to touch anything more. 
 
       Giving a curt nod, Revenge rasps, “Go ahead.” I lift my hand and he adds darkly, “But use your tongue.” 
 
       I twitch, my mouth falling but then heat pools in my lower belly and I dip down with my face, flicking my tongue on the ink and Revenge lets out a groan. He likes what I’m doing to him and I fill with triumph. I follow the pattern, slowly kissing it from his abs and up, and once I reach his chest, he clasps me and presses my mouth down on his. 
 
       The first kiss is so adrenaline-charged that it stings and it both terrifies and excites me. His hunger throws me, makes me gasp for air but he won’t let me breathe and I whimper when he makes it impossible for me to reciprocate his appetite. His tongue swirls around my mouth and my heart claps in my chest as if it’s cheering this on. 
 
       It wants Revenge, wants to beat and pump and be full and loving and overflowing for him. 
 
       I’m falling even though I’m lying on top of the hardest man I’ve ever felt and even though his arms are around me, I’m still falling. My lips are soft and his are hard, my body is soft and his is hard and together we melt and concoct and make something that’s entirely our own. 
 
       But he’s fierce and he takes and takes... 
 
       I moan mindlessly, feeling like I’m about to levitate but he doesn’t stop, he’s insatiable, starving and acting like a man who’s been in a dark pit his whole life. This is his first sliver of light and he’ll crawl out of his own skin, shed it and leave it behind before letting it fade. 
 
       “This is payback for what you do to me,” he groans while I whimper and whine and he leaves kisses down my throat that scald like candle wax in midwinter. “Payback for bringing me to my knees without warning,” His hands fist my hair and I roll my hips against him, trying to release the pressure in my lower body and in my chest. 
 
       The lust is ruthless, a mishmash of tender and feral emotions and I’ve never known them before. I reached my hand out and touched Revenge and I thought I was touching something mild and tender but there is fatality to his kiss that makes me want to cry danger. I don’t cower, I bow my head and oblige and let him slake his lust until I’m spent and panting on top of his hot chest and he’s murmuring words in my ear that make me want to both smile and weep. 
 
       I peer into his eyes and they shine like he’s been lit up from the inside. If he was beautiful before it’s nothing compared to what he is now. Like this he’s devastating. 
 
       “Never,” he rasps deliriously and my eyes flutter, “I’ll never let you go. You’d have to kill me first, lamb.” 
 
       I never will. And I guess that means he’ll never let me go. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Come morning, I sneak out of bed to tend to the farm and once I’m back to prepare breakfast for Revenge, he’s waiting by the staircase with crossed arms and I inhale. Good grief, this man belongs on the big screen with those looks. 
 
       “Told you I didn’t want you working, Addie,” he rasps, “I don’t want you lifting anything heavy.” 
 
       “Milked the cows, that’s all,” I murmur and tiptoe over to him. I put my arms around his neck and give him a soft kiss on the lips. “Thanks for tonight by the way.” 
 
       He melts, his eyes stirring and he wraps my hair around his fist and I don’t know how I could have survived without his kisses. Feels like the first time I tasted sugar and didn’t want anything else after, a sweet addiction that makes me dazed. 
 
       “Mind doing me a favor?” I say and he raises his brows.” 
 
       “Name it.” 
 
       “There are some supplies I’d like to pick up and I’ve been putting it off for the longest time. I’d feel more at ease if you came with me to the village.” My cheeks heat because I do realize I’m risking both our safety. “Maybe we could take something with us?” 
 
       “Take what?” 
 
       “Something to defend ourselves with if it comes to it. Like a weapon.” I look around in the hallway and reach for the shoehorn. “How bout this?” 
 
       The look Revenge gives makes me flush and suddenly I feel like a little kid being scolded by the headmaster. His fingers reach around the shoehorn and he puts it back. “We’re good,” he says throatily and I hesitate for a second before giving in. 
 
       A neat thing about Revenge is that he at least looks like he’s dangerous. At first glance, he could even be mistaken for a bad guy.  
 
       After working on the farm some more (Revenge does most of it) we head into town in the late afternoon. I quickly tidy myself and put on a pair of clogs, which Revenge seems to find endlessly fascinating because he can’t stop staring at my legs. Maybe he’s never seen a girl in clogs before. Someone told me a while ago they’re achingly out of fashion but I’ve never paid vogue much attention. 
 
       I dance in front of Revenge, a little giddy that we’re going to the village because I haven’t been in ages. Once we’ve reached the outskirt of the farm, I notice a black car, parked beneath a tree and partially hidden by its leaves and I stop in my tracks. 
 
       “That yours?” I ask in a low voice and Revenge nods. I purse my lips. I don’t know anything about cars. I know trucks and jeeps and that’s about it but this car...it looks like it purrs. “You stole it aint it so?” I sigh. He’s a thief then. Oh well...“I doan blame you, even if it was wrong of you but you must’ve been desperate.” 
 
       Revenge lets out a choked sound. 
 
       “Shush now, my gentle giant,” I soothe, putting my hand on his shoulder, “you had your reasons.” 
 
       He clenches his jaw as if he’s bursting with a need to tell me something, maybe explain himself and his actions but I assure him he doesn’t need to. After reaching the village, the first thing we do is pick up the supplies I need and then I’m ready to go straight but home but Revenge suggests we get a drink first. 
 
       It sounds so normal that I just blink up at him. For the first time in a long time, am I actually going to do something normal? He clasps my elbow and pulls me toward a place that’s partially an Inn and partially a bar, but I halt so hard my clogs cause a tornado of road dust. 
 
       “Not that one,” I say panicky. “The Crew sleeps at that Inn.” I shake my head. “Let’s do the other one across the street.” 
 
       Revenge agrees but I shiver when I notice the way his eyes narrow when he glances at the Inn. It’s not a look I’ve seen on his face before and it’s a little unnerving. We cross the street to the bar and first thing I do is scan my surroundings. 
 
       Coast is clear and I breathe out when the adrenaline drains. But I can feel Revenge observing me, feel his glances prickle my neck and I take a couple of deep breaths. 
 
       Everything’s fine. This will go smoothly. 
 
       Won’t it? 
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    She’s worked up and it pisses me off. I put my hand around her waist and lead her toward the bar and order drinks for us. High up on her chair, Addie seems so smalls and she twirls around on it in a way that makes me want to kill anyone who’s ever said a bad word to her. 
 
       I toy with her hair, stroke my hand down her back and when it doesn’t seem to calm her, I use my leg to pull her chair so close to mine our thighs brush. She throws me a grateful smile and sips on her drink while I do the same. 
 
       “Okay,” she breathes after a while, as if ready to get up. “We’re done now.” 
 
       “Addie, sit back down,” I say in a husky voice and her eyes flare but she does as I ask. 
 
       “Revenge,” she whispers, “I doan know about this.” 
 
       I do. And it would be a fucking insult to let Addie leave because she feels like an animal in a cage. Because of that fucking crew, she thinks she’s not allowed to move. They’ve inhibited her ability to walk around freely, meaning they control her. 
 
       But not anymore. There’s a new master in town. 
 
       Me. 
 
       “Just relax,” I tell her softly. She nods as if she trusts me and stops twirling around on the chair, her gaze going to the TV up in the corner. A music video’s playing, showing off scantily clad women dancing around a man with bleached hair and a bandana. Addie gawks at the video and she has turned red, looking uncomfortable and I grit at the bartender. 
 
       “Switch channels.” 
 
       He raises his brows, then turns his back, giving me his answer and I fume. Addie shakes her head, murmuring for me to leave it but I don’t just let it go if she’s uncomfortable and I grab one of the bottles and flick it against the screen. 
 
       The screen smashes, going black and both the bartender and Addie jerk. 
 
       “What the...,” the bartender says with a curse, turning around and he bores his gaze into mine, “D’you do that?” 
 
       “He aint!” Addie yaps and I fill with warmth. She’s trying to protect me, a little defenseless thing like her and it’s the equivalent of a lamb trying to protect a wolf. Unusual. Valuable. My brothers would love having a girl like her around at the compound. She possesses all the traits we value. Loyalty and loyalty and more loyalty. 
 
       “Then who did?” the bartender grinds and Addie shrugs, flicking her hair back. 
 
       “Dunno. Maybe your TV’s bad quality and broke on its own.” 
 
       She doesn’t even flinch when defending me and the corners of my mouth lift. 
 
       The bartender doesn’t look convinced and he snarls, “Get out of my...,” he trails off when he notices the look in my eyes. Flinching, he then proceeds with picking up the glass from the floor. Addie turns to me and worry colors her face. 
 
       “Rev, we’re drawing attention and I aint a fan.” 
 
       She’s perfect mob wife material then and she doesn’t even know it. But I want her to be able to breathe. Enjoy herself. I converse with her and eventually she relaxes, her shoulders easing and her hands unclench and we’re starting to have a pretty nice time. It’s good to hear her snigger and the worry in her face disappears, before returning when the door to the bar slams open. Her eyes flare and she lowers her voice. 
 
       “Doan look now but we better get outta here.” 
 
       “Why?” I say, putting my hand on her thigh and she straightens. 
 
       “Those three men that just walked in, they tryna join the Crew but they aint members yet and...” 
 
       “That’s fine,” I murmur and Addie scowls at me. 
 
       “Fine? Fine! Rev, they could hurt us.” 
 
       “They won’t.” I take another sip of my drink, asking for more ice and Addie starts twirling again. 
 
       “Oh what are you doing? I thought you aint a daredevil.” 
 
       Daredevil. Finally a more fitting description of me. 
 
       “Why you push it, Rev?” she pleads. “Why you challenging fate?” Addie jerks. “Doan look, they coming over.” With a hiss, she adds, “I told you we should’ve brought the shoehorn!” 
 
       “Lamb, you just sit tight and unwind,” I tell her, “order another drink if you want.” 
 
       Her jaw slacks at my confidence, her eyes flickering as if she thinks I’m completely out of my mind but there’s a heated flush on her throat as if a part of her likes this side of me. She stops breathing when three men join us at the bar and I frown, turning to them. 
 
       Hell, they’re some ugly motherfuckers. Now I get where this whole scarecrow thing is coming from. 
 
       “Miss. Adelaide Bowen,” they sneer and the bartender pours them whatever disgusting crap they’re drinking. “Long time no see.” 
 
       “Hey fellas,” Addie breathes, glancing at me all panic stricken and her hands clutch around my arm. “Would love sticking around for a chat but...” 
 
       “Aint no buts coming out your mouth. Scar says you from now on only say yes.” 
 
       My fists clench and I hide the rage. Blood pounds in my temples and I so look forward to end them all. Fuck, I love violence. Especially when giving it to the ones who deserve it the most. My stomach recoils when I think about what would’ve happened if her brother hadn’t been stupid enough to borrow money from the mob. What would’ve happened if I hadn’t come around to collect a debt or what would’ve happened if I had come too late? 
 
       And to think I was close to referring the job to one of my soldiers. A soldier could’ve been sitting here if I hadn’t changed my mind last minute and decided to do it myself. Close call. Very close. 
 
       “Fellas, that aint how you talk to a girl,” Addie murmurs, glancing at me but I’ve gone still. If I make any kind of movement, I’ll slit their throats right in front of Addie and I know what she asked for in the barn. No violence in front of her. 
 
       The men laugh. “Sweet. We never understood why Scar’s so intent on taking your farm and not you but maybe he’s into the whole silence of the lamb’s thing.” 
 
       Addie gasps and the need to hurt them burns in me. I’ll show no mercy, no regret. 
 
       “Hey Addie,” they ask, “how’s your brother by the way?” 
 
       That causes her to lose all control. “Doan you talk about my brother!” Addie shrieks. “Or any of my family, you scum!” Horrified, she slaps a hand over her mouth. “It’s the club s...soda...,” she stutters, “making me talk like a drunkard.” 
 
       She drops down from her chair, clumsily and in her eagerness to escape, she causes the men to spill their drinks over their shirts and her eyes flare. Glancing at me in horror, she mimes get out and then she rushes to the ladies while the three little pigs turn to me. 
 
       Inwardly I sneer. Fuck, do I look forward to huffing and puffing. 
 
       “See that girl walking,” I rasp, nodding at Addie, “the small one who gets drunk on club soda. That’s my woman and you just made her leave.” 
 
       The men’s eyes hollow and they look me up and down. “Your woman spilled our drinks, tough guy. Since you’re her little bitch farm boy you should pay for them.” 
 
       “Fair enough,” I grit between my teeth, gesturing toward the bartender. “Three girl scout cookie cocktails for the ladies.” 
 
       The bartender goggles and the men stir, pushing their chests out and one of them grabs a bottle, slamming it until it breaks so he can use it on me. If that edge punctured a vein of mine it wouldn’t be pretty. Good thing then, it won’t. 
 
       I rise to my full height, looming over them and one of them growls, 
 
       “Fuck, this overgrown Viking’s looking for a fight.” He raises the bottle, which means he volunteers to go first and I wrap my hands around his throat and twist. There’s a loud crack and I turn to the other two. Sliding my tongue over my teeth, I make a come here motion with my hands but they hesitate, looking at each other before looking at me. Deciding it’s not worth it, they go for the exit but I’m not letting them off the hook that easily. 
 
      Choking them, I slam their thick skulls together and their eyes close, their bodies turning into wet noodles and I drop them to the floor. I jerk my head when the bartender reaches for the phone and I sneer, 
 
       “Ah-ah. Think again.” I pull my collar down, showing the ink and he swallows, dropping the phone and I drag my fingers through my hair. Job’s not done yet and I pick them up, one by one and position them so it looks like they’re sleeping. 
 
       I sit back down on my chair and raise a finger to the bartender. “One more bourbon.” He stares at me, white in the face and I add, “Cleanses the palate.” 
 
       And fuck that felt good. It was only natural since death is a natural consequence of insulting a made man’s woman. A girl who’s under the protection of the underworld. My lips pull in a satisfied grin. The look on their faces... 
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    Pacing back and forth, I wring my hands. It was wrong of me to ask Revenge to accompany me to the village. We’re in trouble now and I shouldn’t have run into the restroom like a little damsel, clutching her pearls. Those men scared Revenge. It was obvious from the way he tensed up, he froze in front of them like a chicklet in front of a cobra. It makes me want to take his face into my hands, stroke it and assure him everything will be alright. 
 
       I’ll tell him not to be afraid, even though he has a reason to be but I’ll do everything I can to calm him down...oh what am I even doing in here. I burst through the door but stop in my tracks in surprise. Revenge is sitting by the bar with a mild smile on his face and the bartender is cowering on the floor, probably picking up broken glass... 
 
       “What happened?” I breathe, staring at the three men lying face down on the bar and Revenge rises. 
 
       “Lightweights. Can’t handle their liquor,” he shrugs and I flood with relief. Thank goodness for that poison. If they hadn’t blacked out, who knows what they would’ve done. “Let’s leave,” he adds and I nod eagerly. I follow Revenge out on the street and then I clasp his hand so hard it’s probably a little uncomfortable for him. 
 
       But his touch is the only thing reassuring me right now and I’m relieved he’s not trying to squirm out of my grip or telling me to slow down because I’m practically running down the dirt path. My heart’s pounding in my chest and I gasp when Revenge pulls me to him and then I feel his lips on my hair. 
 
       “Easy lamb,” he rasps and his own heart is beating surprisingly steady against my back. Why is it beating so steadily? “I’m here.” 
 
       I gulp. “And thank goodness you are,” I whisper, “Rev, I’m so relieved you aint tried picking a fight with them. There’s no way you could’ve beat them.” 
 
       His teeth grind. “I could have.” 
 
       I shake my head. “Please, there were three of them...just no way.” I stroke his arm, surprised by his belief in himself. “You did the right levelheaded thing to lay low. It’s what I would’ve done.” 
 
       “You’re a little girl,” Revenge says, sounding like I just insulted him and I raise my brows. 
 
       “Aint no shame. Fear is fear and back there you were frightened.” A growl rumbles in Revenge’s chest and I look at him in surprise. “What in the world? You sounded like an animal just now.” Concerned about wounding his male pride again, I take his wrists and kiss his palms. 
 
       “These are a farmer’s hands, not a warrior’s,” I say gently to make him feel better, “and they still turn everything they touch into gold.” I beam up at him but Revenge looks like he’s struggling against some deep urge. An aggressive urge as if he wants to tear his shirt off and rip out one of the trees by its roots or something. 
 
       It’s probably what happens to a male when other men threaten him and the woman he’s with and I don’t blame him. It must’ve been hard for him to sit back and let them act that way toward us. At least it didn’t escalate things and we got away unharmed, which is the important thing. 
 
       Sighing, I tightly hold on to Revenge’s arm as we hurry back home and I can’t help but glance over my shoulder. What if we get followed? As soon as we’re back at the farm, I all but drag Revenge into the house (or its more like him letting himself get dragged) and biting my nails, I go straight for the kitchen. 
 
       “Please sit,” I urge, nodding at one of the chairs and I drag a hand through my hair. “You must be as distraught as I am. I’ll make you some tea.” 
 
       “Tea?” Revenge rumbles as if he has never had a cup of tea in his life. I nod, reaching for a pot. 
 
       “It’ll calm the nerves.” 
 
       “I don’t need my nerves calmed. Unless it involves you letting me take your clothes off. That’ll calm me.” 
 
       Twitching, I pretend I didn’t hear that because I don’t know what to do when he talks like that. Whenever he uses those kinds of words, I feel them in my body. I’m not used to that kind of talk, or any of that kind of stuff. When I don’t respond to his request he sits but there’s an aggressive streak to his mouth that’s not fading. 
 
       He still looks like he wants to break something and I walk over to him and take his face into my hands. “You’re a brave man,” I purr and he lifts his chin. 
 
       “Am I?” Something flickers in his eyes. “A brave man would have killed those men.” 
 
       It shames me to say this but I feel a thrill down my spine at the thought. At the thought of Revenge avenging me, at the thought of him not letting anyone disrespect me or him or...I swallow, stroking his face and at least this he likes. At least this seems to make him a little more tranquil. 
 
       “I like you the way you are, Rev,” I murmur. “I doan need a hero. I just need you.” 
 
       “What if I wanted to be your hero?” 
 
       A small smile curls my mouth. “You sweet. A sweet, sweet man.” 
 
       “You’re wrong about me,” Revenge says, taking my hands away from his face but he does it in a way that doesn’t make me feel rejected and he stands, pulling my hands down to his chest. “But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like your blind devotion.” 
 
       Blind devotion. He has it. He has all of it. 
 
       At the thought of anyone taking him away from me, I sway and dig my fingers into his shirt before turning away from him and I kick the rug and point at the floor. 
 
       “This is what I wanted to show you. We’ll hide in this hatch if we need to,” I say. “They could come at a time when we’re the least prepared.” I swallow. “There’s a shotgun down there. A loaded one. I saved it for emergencies...” When Revenge turns, I cry out, “Where you goan?” 
 
       “We’re not hiding down there. Ever,” he says in a chilling voice and I panic, desperately throwing myself at him and I slide down his torso, holding onto his legs to stop him from moving. 
 
       “You can’t leave,” I shriek, “can’t leave me alone...” 
 
       My eyes widen when he clasps me around my shoulders and he lifts me to my feet and holds me so close I can’t breathe and I die a little bit in his arms. “Why would I leave?” he groans. “I jerk when he cups me between my legs. “ 
 
       “This is mine,” he clarifies, “and I keep what’s mine safe and warm. I don’t turn my back on what’s mine, I don’t let anyone harm it, touch it, lick it or fuck it.” 
 
       I flinch at his crude words, my head rolling back and I pant between my lips, my eyes widening when I feel myself soaking. 
 
       “Do I keep you warm and safe, lamb?” he asks and I breathe, 
 
       “Yes.” 
 
       “Don’t I make you feel like I’ll be your human shield if anyone tries to hurt you?” he asks with intense eyes and he touches me in that way that makes me go blank and I’ve never felt this much under someone else’s influence before. 
 
       “You do,” I whisper because it’s the truth. I lick my lips and he takes his hand back and my body responds so much to the lack of his touch that my hips almost jerk forward all on their own. Taking a step back, I inhale and then I go for the door but Revenge clasps my elbow. 
 
       “Where are you going?” he frowns and I blink up at him, dizzy from the way he touched me, the way his hands felt like weapons of seduction on my skin. 
 
       “Check on the cows. If that’s f...fine by you.” 
 
       He reluctantly lets me go. “If you must.” 
 
       I think I must because I need to get away from Revenge. How embarrassing that I threw myself at him, terrified he’d leave but I wasn’t thinking. It’s just instinct. Revenge is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. The farm needs him, I need him and...my body needs him. Distressed, I race into the barn but I’m still running hot. 
 
       Water. Water will help and I drink some but it does nothing to cool me down. I fan myself but it’s just as useless and frustration rips in me. Get a grip, Addie! But apparently, my body is not in the mood for getting a grip and I’ve never felt anything like this. 
 
       I’ve heard girls go on about guys this and guys that and I always thought they were making it all up. Guys and men never made me giddy or breathless or helpless. Then I met Revenge and it’s as if my body kept everything in store just for him. It’s torturous and it toys with my mind, my hormones...I give up and walk farther into the barn where I keep most of the hay and I lean against the wall. 
 
       My eyes shudder and my nails dig into my palms. If only he hadn’t touched me, then I would have managed. Then I would have been able to withstand it but I can still feel his touch on me. Groaning, I throw myself on the hey and pull my legs up and I feel a fresh breeze on top of my panties where Revenge stroked me. Closing my eyes, I slide a hand down my thigh but it’s not the same. My eyes flare in frustration and I jerk... 
 
       “Ah!” I shriek when I notice Revenge leaning against one of the beams, his gaze fixed on me and I want to bury my face in my hands. He saw. Saw me trying to recreate his touch and failing miserably. I braid my legs together but Revenge shakes his head. 
 
       “Don’t do that. Touch yourself and I’ll tell you when to stop.” 
 
       Gawking, I slowly shake my head and his eyes sizzle like two infernos in his striking face. 
 
       “Then I’ll do it for you,” he rasps, uncrossing his arms and he takes a step closer and now those eyes of his flash with caution. ”But then you don’t get to tell me to stop.” 
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    Panting, Addie looks up at me and she reaches for me. “I won’t,” she whispers. “I want you so much I’m about to burn up, Rev. I can’t hold back anymore. You feel my fever?” she gasps and I hug her thighs with my palms, her warm soft thighs and I grind. 
 
       “I feel it. You burn me when you’re close, lamb. I’ve been a man on fire ever since I laid eyes on you.” 
 
       And now I’m about to walk through the flames and come out on the other side with Addie fully mine. There’s never been a girl more in need of a rough cock between those farm girl thighs and I snatch her rose petal mouth, taking and stealing all her kisses and claiming them as mine. Her hair fans out, camouflaging in the hay and my hands go to her clogs and I flick them off. They slam against the barn wall, causing one of the cows to moo in the back with indignation. 
 
       I snatch Addie’s dress, ripping it off until her bare shoulders pop and she lets out a gasp in shock. She spills, her curves overflowing with nourishment I want in my veins and I’m going to have to take her fast before my control slips. It’s been bad ever since I got here, slipping little by little but it’s all so much worse when she’s naked and willing and with her legs spread and ready to be filled. 
 
       Looking at her when she’s like this makes me feel like I should look away. It’s as if I’m witnessing something too divine for my eyes, but mobsters don’t look away. And I keep my eyes firmly on her, drinking her in and her breasts rave whenever I grope her, move around on her chest like soft globes and I yank one in between my lips. It explodes with its doughy softness in my mouth and I groan. Her areola strokes my palate, flaming hot under my tongue and Addie tugs at my hand, panting with relief when my hand finds her ache. 
 
       She immediately welcomes me home, driving with her hips, forcing me to touch her as deep as she wants. Her body drips with satisfaction, soaking up the attention as if she’ll never get enough and she never will. I’ll never leave her alone, my testosterone won’t let me and I’ll be on her day and night, whisper loving and dirty words and do loving and dirty things until my milkmaid turns into a mob maid, always waiting for me with a scorching need in her eyes that hits a man harder in the chest than a bullet. 
 
       Tugging at my clothes, I tear them off, proud to show her what I can give her but she startles, clutching the hey and she breathes, 
 
       “Great balls of fire.” Her eyes stick to my male formation and it doubles under her gaze. “How you walk around with that thing without hurting yourself and others?” 
 
       “By thinking of how good it’ll feel when I slide this into you,” I groan, stroking myself and she watches in fascination. “How good it’ll feel in your wet pussy.” 
 
       Jerking, she looks at me before her eyes turn dreamy and hooded and she is everything a man could want; the first harvest after a long winter, the fine rain after a season of drought and the sunshine after months of darkness. I stare down at her, at her heaving belly and her exquisite little slit and my throat burns with lust. I’ll take mouthfuls of her, little bites here and there until she’s fully been consumed.  
 
       “Rev...,” she breathes as I spread her thighs apart, “you love me?”   
 
       Our eyes lock. “I love you,” I rasp and I inhale. Never told anyone that before, not family, not friends and especially not a woman. 
 
       “Then have me,” she pants with a flicker of hesitation in her eyes, before dragging a deep breath as if bracing herself. “Just don’t put the whole l...length.” 
 
       It’ll be the whole length or this will be the first time I’ll ever tear up as a grown man. At the thought of her only taking half of me, I groan in pain. She needs some reassurance, some distraction from my size and I whisper in her ear that I’ll make her like it. Seizing her mouth, I circle my fingers over her warmth. Knowing that she’s not going anywhere and that she’s mine to take makes my body ache with the biggest, most basic instinct a male can have. 
 
       She twists and turns like a little tease but her femininity is nothing but come hither, she’s all soft and sleek and dripping like sap from my fingers and onto the hay. Straws darken from her arousal and it’s the most beautiful expression of nature I’ve ever seen. This girl with her simple ways and generous heart is a masterwork about to be corrupted in the hands of darkness itself and what a fucking stroke of genius our mating will be. 
 
       I please her with my fingers, fondling her until she doesn’t know whether she wants less or more. She keeps moaning as if it’s the latter and I give her more and more inches until she’s making sweet love to my touch alone. Throwing her arms over her head, she flaps her face from side to side, tumbling down on my touch as if she’s been born to do this and her body moves in the most sultriest waves that rip me apart. 
 
       Her hands go to my chest and she holds on to me as the first of her resistance breaks and then I break a little more, until she shatters, her face twisting with shock and desire and she cries out, whining and quavering. Her legs quiver, her lower lip trembling and I look down at my chest. 
 
       I have marks left from her fingers. Fuck, I didn’t even feel them, can’t feel anything other than the violent urge to take over her body. She whimpers my name, her eyes darting in surprise over what just happened before they go to my length and she swallows. Lifting her hand, she looks at it as if she’d like to get to know it, familiarize herself a little and her lips part, her tongue peeking out and I gently put myself into her mouth. 
 
       A moan exhales from her, her blameless lips dancing around me, sweet-talking my shaft until its putty in her mouth and I groan, clutching her breasts to stop myself from spilling right down her throat. In the back of my mind I wonder whether she’s on the pill or not but I’ve never seen her take anything. Pulling out, I clasp her wrists over her head and trail kisses down her throat before putting myself into her and she lets out a throaty groan, whimpering a little when I lift her leg to hit deeper. 
 
       “You’re mauling me,” I moan in delirium and I crash into her, crying out when I feel her incinerate me. She’s putting up a small fight by clasping around me too hard and sweat coats my neck. “Easy, easy...,” I groan and she shudders. 
 
       “I can’t. Doan know what to do....” 
 
       A part of me aches for her but the power she has over me is greater than anything else and I can’t think. All I see is her in a faint shimmer as if she's been lit up for me and I take her tongue in my mouth, sucking on it until she softens and she cries out when I thrust . 
 
       “You’re okay...just fuck yourself on me,” I groan and she nods jerkily, trusting me with everything. “It’ll get better...” 
 
       And I thrust and I keep on thrusting and I can’t stop and she pumps back. She summons me, yanking me deep into her little body and I pounce, pinning her under me so she can’t wriggle her way out. Her lids flutter under my heavy weight, her mouth spreading hot kisses over my ink, honoring me and my legacy. A frenzy takes over, whipping me to collect more and more until she’s raw and helpless. She weakens, fading beneath my masculine beating and I hold onto her while sweat dampens her skin and I sample it on my tongue, groaning at the faint saltiness. 
 
       Her tightness drains me ruthlessly until I bellow in surprise and she whimpers. Her head is bobbing, tits fanatically springing in my face, bite marks covering her lower lip from her teeth and her breasts swell the harder I go at her. She chokes on her moans, unable to speak them and her eyes roll back, her hips racing in tune with mine and I’ll never let her withdraw. 
 
       This girl will be mine until the end of all times and I grind into her, spank her spicy nipples with my tongue until I’m buried both between her legs and between her breasts and the pleasure is so consuming, her sudden orgasm takes us both by surprise. 
 
       She shrieks, ripping at my muscles with her hands and I groan, ejaculating my lust and it coats her tight walls until black spots form before my eyes. She’s so in need of me, still clutching to my body as if she can’t let go and when I slide out of her, she moans in protest. 
 
       The fever still lingers in her. 
 
       I know it does, I can tell just by looking at her and she’s still puffed-up and greedy and her little just-had-my-innocence-taken-and-need-more hardship almost kills me. Moving down I position myself and start lapping at her and she moans in surprise. 
 
       “Need to lick what’s between your legs,” I groan. “Lick your special little spot until you scream my name.” 
 
       She mewls, thrashing and moving around as I lap and I never want to stop. Her attached to my mouth is the most perfect thing in the world and it gives me a kind of peace I’ve never felt before, the one a wolf can have only when he’s eating the lamb and my eyes roll back in my head. 
 
       “Tastes like fresh cream,” I growl gutturally and she pants, shuddering.  
 
       “Rev, what behavior is this?” she pants when I clasp her hips, yanking her down, shoving inside her again and she unravels once more before my eyes.  
 
       I’ve never needed anything more than her. 
 
       Which is why I will murder those who tried to hurt her. 
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    Addie stirs in my arms, murmuring my name in her sleep before a smile crosses her face. In my chest my heart swells until it turns painful and I’m so fucking hers I’m a walking, talking hazard. I want to stay. Watch her sleep like this until she opens up her cornflower eyes, and centers me and throws me into turmoil at the same time. 
 
       How could anyone have tried to hurt something like her? I shudder with wrath, shake with madness and a need for blood. Their blood. 
 
       “I will destroy them,” I whisper in her ear and I clasp her tighter, holding her and rocking her a little and even in her sleep she purrs. “For you, lamb. I’m doing this for you.” I stroke her hair and face, before gently rolling her over and luckily she doesn’t awake. 
 
       I wanted to exhaust her and I didn’t stop fucking her until her lids grew so heavy, she could barely stay awake and her body went limp. Mostly it was because I needed to quench some of my need for her but some of it was to make sure she won’t wake up, while I’m away. I’ve given her rounds and rounds of passion, poured everything I had into her and I fill with pride at the way she absorbed it all. I’m under her skin now and I stroke my hand down her arm, the same way she is under mine. Keeping my eyes on her sleeping form, I pull my clothes on and it’s hard tearing myself away from those wholesome curves but I grind my jaw and leave. 
 
       This time I take my car into the village, parking it a distance away from the village center and I get out. From the pocket of my cloak, I take out my knife and carve our symbol on a couple of surfaces, so that those who know will know this town is under the Nordic Mafia’s protection. My jaw is in a lockup, my black cloak flaring behind me as I make my way to the Inn and my throat snares. 
 
       The thirst... 
 
       Finally, it will be quenched. 
 
       Most of the windows of the Inn are dark for the night but one is lit downstairs, the part of the Inn that’s a bar and I cross the street. I enter through the front door and a tired bartender looks up at me. 
 
       “We’re closing,” he grunts but his eyes widen when I pull up my sleeve. 
 
       “You know what this means.” The runes glimmer on my arms. They’re old spells, enchantments for strength and courage and it’s more symbolic than anything but the superstitious ones claim this is why we’ve been able to obtain the power we have. 
 
       The bartender nods, choking, “Mafia.” 
 
       “You don’t see, don’t hear, don’t speak,” I warn and he nods fearfully again. “Scram,” I snarl and he runs out of the Inn. I take the keys to the rooms upstairs before walking up a narrow staircase, leading to the second floor. Using the key I open the first door to my left and what do you know... 
 
       If it isn’t Scar himself snoring in his bed. 
 
        Soundlessly I cross the floor and look down at him. “Aren’t you a beauty? Open your eyes, you ugly piece of trash,” I snarl and he twitches, his eyes flashing and he automatically reaches for his gun that I’m holding in my own hand and I slam down his wrist. “Why so stressed, Scarecrow? I just wanna talk.” 
 
       The language of violence that is... 
 
       “Tsk, tsk...,” I rasp, shaking my head while his eyes shine black in his white face. “Adelaide Bowen. Does the name ring a bell?” 
 
       He shakes his head. 
 
       “No?” I bend my face closer to his. “How about I give your brain a little scratch and maybe you’ll remember.” Growling, I slam a hand on his face causing his nose bone to poke his brain and he wails in pain. “Shut up!” I growl, stabbing my knife down his chest and the first cut is all it takes. 
 
       Dead. 
 
       Rising, I brush my mouth with the back of my hand and the thirst is more bearable now but I’m still not satisfied. Leaving his room, I methodically do the same with the others, silently trespassing and killing them in their beds. By the time the sun is about to rise all twelve of them are down. 
 
       Slaughtered. 
 
       I’m tempted to take their scalps and give them to Addie as trophies...but I have a feeling she wouldn’t appreciate it and I’m not willing to risk it. Grinning, I throw one last glance at my work and I lick my lips. 
 
       Whoever said revenge is a dish best served cold was wrong. It tastes so much better when warm and I take my lighter and light up the trail of gasoline I made. 
 
       Swoosh. 
 
       Flames lick around me as I walk out of the Inn and I clench my fists. 
 
       I’m Addie’s hero but she’ll never know it. 
 
       To her I’ll always be the man that one day showed up on her farm and fell brutally in love with her. And maybe that will have to be enough. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Adelaide 
 
      
 
    “Mmm,” I purr, snuggling closer to Revenge. “Doan you smell good.” He smells so clean and icy as if he got up in the middle of the night to take a shower but I know he’s been right next to me all along. He’s ruined all my little bits and pieces and making love to him was...epic. Cracking my lids open, the sunlight washes over Revenge as he looks down on me. He’s so impending and succulent with his serious eyes and slicked back hair and tingles tease my skin. 
 
       His eyes stir with possession, his jaw flexing powerfully and he bends his face to inhale the warmth from my skin and a pool of need spreads through my lower belly. It spreads fast and heavy and for the first in a long time, I feel like I’m at home. 
 
       “You moan my name in your sleep,” he groans against my throat and my cheeks heat. “Say it like a little plea between your lips as if you can’t live without me.” 
 
       My lashes flutter. “I can’t, Rev. I really can’t.” 
 
       “Can’t live without you either, lamb,” he rasps and scoops me up to his chest. “You love me don’t you? More than anything.” 
 
       “More than anything,” I assure him, biting my lip and he looks like he’s in the throes of ecstasy when I tell him that. His body starts brimming, the veins on his neck protruding and his naked body strains, causing his muscles to tense and roll under his skin. 
 
       “And you will never love anything more than me,” he adds with a flare of jealousy, looming over me and I shake my head. 
 
       “How could I?” How could I love anything more than Revenge when the sun circulates around him, when he’s the one who makes this place feel like all the windows are wide open and a fresh, northern breeze is sweeping through and illuminating all the dark corners. He makes the storms bearable. 
 
       “Fuck, I love your loyalty as much as I love you,” he growls, slanting his lips over mine and I gasp, eagerly kissing him back and I turn giddy underneath his body. I’ve never loved a body more than his, or a mind...or a heart. I’ve met the love of my life. 
 
       He came to me, found his way to me when I needed him the most and he stayed. He knew what I needed and he made sure I got it. Whatever he wants from me, I will always give it freely because I owe him my life. 
 
       Somehow, he seems to believe the same in return. 
 
       “For my woman, the world will be brought to its knees,” he whispers in my ear and I shiver. 
 
       Strangely, in the back of my mind I actually believe he could make that happen. Then it dawns on me...something I didn’t register before. Revenge called me Addie when he met me. But...I never told him my name. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Revenge –ONE YEAR LATER 
 
      
 
    Looking out at the gloomy weather outside my office window, I frown. The meeting with two other karl’s is wrapping up and the formalities have been dealt with and they’re asking me whether they’ll ever get the chance to meet my wife. 
 
       Meet the girl who carries my last name and is a mobster’s woman but only in the dark. Officially she still thinks she’s a mere milkmaid, still thinks I’m nothing but sweetness and gentleness because that’s the only side of me she knows. I’ve told her I work for an organization but she doesn’t know what organization. 
 
       It frustrates the hell out of me that she doesn’t know the real me or what I’ve done for her. I want her eyes to light up when she realizes the brutality in her man. The brutality he unleashes only for her. I grind my jaw, my eyes firing at the karl’s. 
 
       “And why exactly do you want to meet my wife. There’s nothing I’ll let you say to her.” 
 
       Other than hello and goodbye. 
 
       “Its common practice being introduced to the brothers wives.” 
 
       Yeah, it is common but my case is different and I feel a flash of anger. They glance at each other before getting up and they leave my office. I rub my forehead in annoyance. Truth is, I want my brothers to meet her and I don’t want to hide. Throughout the year I’ve drawn satisfaction from keeping Addie hidden away on the farm, never coming into contact with a mobster and no mobster other than me has come in contact with her. 
 
       But it’s unpractical. Unpractical because my work is in the city and I have to leave her at the countryside. It would have been mind blowing if she had been here with me at the compound and I could have her within my reach whenever I wanted to. There’s an entire floor saved for us. All the brothers in higher positions live at the compound. Except me and my family. 
 
       My eyes go to the photo I have of Addie on my desk and even a simple photo makes a shock electrocute through me. Great. Now my body needs her more than ever and I rise with a hard on the size of Everest and I rub my neck in annoyance. 
 
       About to leave, I’m distracted by my phone ringing and I click on speaker. 
 
       “Mr. Fenrir, there’s been complications,” a soldier of mine grinds. Those are the exact words I never want to hear in my life and I fill with dread. In my fury I swipe my hand over my desk, causing my computer and supplies to fly. 
 
       I’m struck by images of Addie lying in a ditch or Addie grocery shopping and being approached by a man and I bellow, 
 
       “What complications!” 
 
       “It’s not what you think. Mrs. Fenrir’s unharmed. She’s just closer than you think.” 
 
       Closer than I think? 
 
       “She’s by the compound gates.” 
 
       “What?” My brows curve and I clench the phone. “How the fuck did that happen? Why didn’t you stop her?” 
 
       The soldier watches Addie while I’m not around. He protects her at a distance and reports to me about her day afterward. It’s a safety precaution and I’d never allowed another male watching if it wasn’t necessary. 
 
       “You said you’d rip out my intestines if I ever touched her unless she was in danger.” 
 
       Fuck, I did say that. 
 
       I hang up. 
 
       Energy ripples through my body as I walk out to the courtyard and my eyes zone in on Addie. She’s standing by the gates, her hands clutched around the bars and she’s dressed in a simple dress and a pair of clogs because she refuses to wear heels. A scarf holds her long hair together and my heart tears into pieces at the sight of her. 
 
       Her eyes are transfixed on the mansion, taking in the towers, the intricate and overly dramatic architecture and she gasps when she notices me coming. She doesn’t look at me the way she used to. Now there’s a sheen to her eyes that wasn’t there before. 
 
       “Lamb, what are you doing here?” I say gently, scowling at one of the guards who was about to walk over and give Addie a check. “Where’s the baby?” 
 
       “Back home with the nanny,” Addie murmurs, her gaze going from me to the mansion and she looks like she can’t believe her eyes. “Same nanny who told me where I can find you.” 
 
       When I hired her, I instructed her not to say a word about the real me to Addie. 
 
       “She shouldn’t have done that,” I grit between my teeth and I open up the gates. 
 
       “T’was a slip of tongue,” Addie murmurs and I hold my arm out for her and she takes it. “She mentioned the word mafia and aint no backtracking when using my husband’s name and mafia in the same breath.” Her eyes roam over the mansion. “Hells bells, aint this the most gorgeous place I’ve ever seen.” 
 
       Her words take a dig at my chest and I decide to show her around. The more she sees, the more excited she gets. She loves our pool, the library and murmurs something about the park in the back being great for the baby once she’s a little older. 
 
       I freeze, clasping her shoulders. “Why are you talking like you want to move in here?” My heart booms in my chest and she shrugs. 
 
       “Cause I do.” She puts her palms up on my pecs. “I wanna be close to you all the time. Every time you’d leave, I’ve wanted you to take me with you.” 
 
       Clasping her face I murmur, “How long have you felt this way?” 
 
       “Long time,” she confesses and her eyes shimmer. “Rev, can we move in here and still keep the farm? Can we, can we?” 
 
       “Anything you want,” I rasp, looking at her without blinking and I pull her closer and I can’t believe my luck. 
 
       She shakes her head. “All the dresses and jewelry you bought me. The handmade toys for Willa Dee.” Her eyes round. “The nanny who knows Krav Maga...” 
 
       My mouth curves and I let out a laugh. I think I’ve laughed three times in my life.    When we got married, when our kid was born and now this. This moment when my family will know the real me. Not that it means my family will be familiar with anything that I do but it means they will be closer. 
 
       Addie will be close. 
 
       Clearing her throat a little, Addie whispers and I tense. “The twelve who died at the Inn? And those three guys who bothered us at the bar?” I nod and she shivers but something flickers in her eyes and she whispers, “You’re not the one I thought you were.” 
 
       I stop breathing. She was so convinced I was good from the moment she saw me, refusing to believe anything else. Will she even be able to accept her husband is a made man? 
 
       “You’re...colorful,” she says after a while and that’s a mild way of putting it. “Drawn outside the lines.” She licks her lips. “It’s...sexy...” 
 
       I let out a curse and I put her over my shoulder as she squeaks. “See that door over there? It leads to our bedroom.” I slap her ass with my hand and she moans. “And lamb, I’m gonna do terrible things to you in there.” 
 
       Marching over to our bedroom, I fill with masculine pride now that my wife knows her protector. Now that she knows her husband and I slam the door shut after us and put her down. 
 
       “Do terrible things to me, Rev,” Addie purrs with a swish of her hip as she saunters to our bed and my mouth waters. “Do it.” 
 
       And I do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    1. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Valkyrie 
 
      
 
      
 
    Funerals. So similar to weddings somehow, only the opposite. One celebrates a beginning and the other an ending. I stand on the shore while rain tickles my face, coating my lashes and I need to blink to be able to see clearly. My black boots dig into the sand and I stare out over the bleak sea. 
 
       I’m a widow. Sort of but not really. The man I was supposed to marry lies dead inside a wooden boat with his hands clasped over his chest. I don’t want to look at him. I’m scared of looking at him. I find his lifeless face frightening and I want to do what I always do. 
 
       Disappear into the crowd. Let myself be swallowed by black coats, muscles, weapons and violence. 
 
       Things that I am used to. Things that I always have found strangely comforting. 
 
       I’m not like other girls. I know that sounds like I’m bragging but I don’t mean it in a good way. I wish I was like other girls. I’d give anything to be able to gossip about boys with my friends, hang around in malls or go to the movies or whatever it is that regular girls like to do. 
 
       But I’m different. I’m Valkyrie Frey. Your friendly, neighborhood mob princess.  
 
       I was born into the Nordic Mafia on a cold winter night, so cold that some say it was why my mother died in childbirth. My father was never the same after that. I’m all he has left of her and I’m his greatest pride, his greatest joy which explains why he’s kept me even more protected than most young girls in the mob. 
 
       At the age of eighteen, I’ve never been kissed, never even been hugged by a man in the way a man hugs a woman. And the man who was supposed to be the one who would kiss and hug and give me babies is now already on his way to the afterlife. 
 
       I should be sad but I don’t shed a tear. Nobody finds it suspicious. They take it is a sign that my heart is hard and resilient; traits that they admire. 
 
       Everyone I know don’t just love violence, they crave it. They use it without blinking, without giving it a second thought especially if any of the women need to be protected. 
 
       Even I know how to defend myself better than most streetfighters. I know how to use a butterfly knife, what point to press on someone’s throat to make them go unconscious. 
 
       Luckily I’ve never had to fight a day in my life since I’m constantly surrounded by rough and gruff mobsters, but I’m supposed to rejoice in it. 
 
       I was meant to be fearless and warrior like. 
 
       Instead, I’m a wallflower.  
 
       Guess the old gods didn’t get the mixture right when they made me. They must’ve messed up the recipe, added a pinch too much of something or a pinch too little. 
 
       Patiently listening to the funeral song that’s being played, I wrap my coat tighter around me. My coat is black but then again I’m always in black. I hate black. I love colors, especially pastels, the pretty ones, the one that make a girl feel like she’s something special. 
 
       But the muted colors are required of me. It’s because I’m young and still unmarried. It’s for my own good I’m told, good for me to be unnoticeable. I swear I could walk up on a stage, jump up and down and wave with my hands and people still wouldn’t pay any attention to me. 
 
       Nobody ever sees me. 
 
       Except him. 
 
       He watches. He guards. He studies. His eyes are on me all the time. I feel them like fingertips tracing over my skin but whenever I turn to look, he averts his gaze. I don’t like it when he looks away because I like his eyes on me. They make my heart go fast and I get a sweet taste in my mouth as if my lips are ready for a kiss. 
 
       “Go ahead,” my father says and I realize the music’s stopped. “Give him a kiss.” 
 
       I freeze up and my skin crawls. Its custom to give the dead a kiss but I can’t kiss those grey lips. His eyes are shut, his face still as unappealing to me now as it was when he was alive. I try not to squirm, or burst into tears. Or run back home. 
 
       My father gives me a nudge. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
       “Fádir...,” I croak, my voice getting stuck in my throat and I clench my fists in the pockets of my coat. I take a deep breath, trying to ignore that I feel like I’m about to faint. I lower my face, inching closer and closer to my dead fiancé when a voice, sharp as an icepick cuts through the wind. 
 
       “Dolph Frey, don’t make your daughter do it. She’s heartbroken, grieving...a kiss could break her.” 
 
       I’m so on edge, my heart’s palpitating in my chest when my father snarls between his teeth. 
 
       “Know your place.” 
 
       Iversen Nox makes his way through the crowd and my eyes nearly roll back in my head. He’s in his mid-twenties, stronger than most and vicious. His height’s towering, his hair as pale as his skin, as pale as his eyes and when he speaks his voice rumbles and commands. 
 
       He’s just a soldier. A mere soldier in the mob. But everything about him screams that he’s not supposed to be. He’s supposed to be more. 
 
       “We need to put the boat into the water,” Iversen says, defying my father and he’s got some guts. He glances at me, quickly and barely at all before him and three other soldiers light the boat on fire and push it into the sea. Their muscles splay under their skin and they’re all very burly but Iversen’s strength has nothing to do with his physique. 
 
       It’s his heart. And it’s an arctic one, strong as a diamond and I wonder what it would feel like in my hands. 
 
       I stare as the boat commotions over the waves and it’s starting to look like a bonfire. This is illegal. If law enforcement knew about this, they’d probably throw a hissy fit but we don’t really get involved with the law. They sort of just stay away, respecting us and above all fearing us. 
 
       My eyes follow the boat and the reality of it all dawns on me. My fiancé is dead. They say it was an accident. But I think he was murdered. 
 
       Iversen’s eyes meet mine and I hide a gasp. They cut through like a blade but it doesn’t hurt. It feels good. I try not to stare at his chest and his arms. He’s bare-chested, save from the fur of a polar bear that’s flung over his shoulders. How isn’t he cold? I’d be cold if the breeze kept lashing against my six-pack and my pecs. 
 
       He has a tattoo on the side of his torso but all men in the mob are tattooed with runes. Iversen though, only has one. A soldier is only allowed to have one. If he decided to start inking away it would be considered a grave offence. 
 
       An offence grave enough to get you killed. 
 
       The funeral’s coming to an end and I shiver when the wind whistles through the spruces and I’m so cold my teeth chatter. Tugging at my father’s worn coat, I whisper, 
 
       “I’d like to go home now, fádir.” 
 
       Dad looks to the boss who nods, giving his permission and dad and I turn around to leave when Iversen stops us. I gasp. Does he have a death wish today? He really doesn’t know his place. A soldier doesn’t just stop the underboss like that and my pulse races. 
 
       Lowering his head to be respectful, Iversen murmurs, “It’d be an honor to be the one to take your daughter home.” He’s not allowed to say my name. It’s why he keeps calling me my father’s daughter and my dad frowns. 
 
       The other young soldiers stir, exchanging glances and they don’t look too happy. 
 
       I wouldn’t be happy if I were they either. 
 
       They would all like to have a chance with me. My father’s slowly stepping down from his position as the underboss and another male will have to take his place. And the man who’s allowed to marry me will also be the one who earns the spot. 
 
       “Valkyrie?” my dad says and I gawk. Is he actually asking me for my opinion? And how come he’s willing to hand me over to a mere soldier? This is unusual but then again Iversen is pretty unusual. He sticks out in a crowd. 
 
       He’s definitely not a wallflower. 
 
       I’m too stunned to speak so I just nod, praying the cold wind will hurry up and cool my hot as coal cheeks. And I don’t dare to look at Iversen because he doesn’t just watch with his gaze, he...penetrates. 
 
       “I’ll allow it,” dad says and butterflies attack my insides. “Valkyrie, go with the soldier.” 
 
       Iversen nods and he waits for me to fall in line and then he marches in front of me. He’s not allowed to walk beside me, not without permission and he’s not allowed to talk to me either. I feel eyes burning me in the back and when I turn around, the four soldiers, the ones who helped Iversen push the boat into the water stare at us. 
 
       I don’t like their looks. They make shivers run down my spine and I hurry after Iversen. 
 
       He truly does walk like a fighter, like he has a single goal in his mind and won’t allow any distractions. His white fur thumps against his back and I want to reach out and touch it. Not that I would ever dare touch him. A girl like me doesn’t just touch men. Especially not men like Iversen. He’s so icy that I wouldn’t be surprised if his skin cut up my fingertips. 
 
       Still, it’s tempting. Tempting enough to make me want to risk a cut. 
 
       Following him like a lonesome puppy, I raise my brows in surprise when I notice we won’t be taking a car. Apparently Iversen gets ahead on a motorbike. But it’s not like the kind biker gangs drive around. It’s so extravagant and over the top with its black and metallic colors that it looks like it could turn into a Transformer any second. 
 
       Turning to me, Iversen jerks his head, letting me know I need to get up and I swallow. We’re going to be close. And it’s a long drive home. 
 
       “May I touch you?” Iversen rasps and I twitch, wrapping my coat tighter around my body. 
 
       “Why?” 
 
       He takes a step closer to me. “To help you up.” He nods, holding his hands out and there’s a neutral expression in his eyes as if he’s just being professional and then I feel his hands around me. Before I get a chance to react, I’m up on the bike and I get so excited I let out an embarrassing whimper. 
 
       “You’ll need to hold on tight.” Iversen gets up in front of me, his frame so big that it’s impossible for me not to get squished. “Think you can do that?” 
 
       I can try and I murmur something incoherent, trying to ignore that I’m only a couple of inches away from rubbing up against him. Lifting my hands, I put them on his wide shoulders and I feel a rush of electricity through my arms. 
 
       Clouds gather over our heads and we’re standing before a highway and it feels like I’m standing before on edge, like I’m on the verge of something new and thrilling. I take a deep breath, whispering, 
 
       “Is this tight enough?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Iversen 
 
      
 
    Not nearly tight enough. Her hands are weak and frail, small and so different from mine that I can barely feel them on my shoulders. She’s too scared to touch me, too proper and too brainwashed with laws and rules that she shivers. This is the first time she’s ever riding with a man, first time she’s ever this close to one. She’s trying not to pant, constricting her breath in her little throat while doing her best to play unbothered. 
 
       She fails, letting out a loud gasp when I grab her wrists and wrap them around my waist. When she squirms, I feel a flash of anxiety, thinking she’ll try to get down again but to my relief she stays. “Closer,” I rasp and she carefully nudges nearer. “Closer,” I insist and my eyes flutter when she pushes forward, her legs resting against mine, her chest brushing against my back and this is bliss times ten. 
 
       I want to save this moment, carve it into every part of me with a dagger to make sure it’s never lost. 
 
       A muscle ticks in my jaw because I didn’t foresee how difficult this would be. Taking the little mob princess for a drive seemed easy in theory but in practice...it’s a different story. I didn’t count on how warm she’d be or her intoxicating labdanum and geranium scent. 
 
       Valkyrie keeps her mouth shut, her face determined and she refuses to let it rest on my back. Hopefully she’ll be forced to eventually. The drive is long and she’ll get tired and then I’ll be the only thing she can lean on. 
 
       I’m eager to ask her things, make her talk to me but I don’t want to push my luck. I’m finally close enough and I wonder how the hell I got so lucky. Her breaths calm me down and the beat of her heart against my back riles me up. I feel like I’m both finally at peace and like I’m about to detonate. She’s not moving her hands though, keeping them where I put them as if she’s turned into stone. I’m going to have to coax her, teach her how to melt into me and then she’ll be melting all over. Even into places where nobody else before has been. Places like my heart. 
 
       Lifting my face, I curse when I see the coal colored clouds crawl over the sky. Fuck, now I need to hurry up because I don’t want Valkyrie to get caught in the rain and end up with pneumonia. She’s my responsibility now and if I deliver her home with a cold, her father will kill me. Not that I wouldn’t deserve it. 
 
       I pride myself on my ability to protect and provide and I want to prove to him that no one can protect his daughter better than me. I’m not out for the position as the underboss. I’m out for Valkyrie. For all I care, she and I could leave the mob as long as I get to be with her but then I’d probably be slaughtered and Valkyrie would get dragged back to the compound. 
 
       That fucking compound...it’s the bane of my existence. Tons of males prowling around and to make things worse, I don’t even live there. I’m just a soldier. A replaceable weapon, nobody gives two fucks about but I’ll prove my worth. I’ll do everything it takes to win Valkyrie over and I’m not afraid to get my hands dirty. 
 
       Hell...to be truthful, they’re already dirty. There’s blood on them. 
 
       Blood I spilled for my delicate flower so that nobody but me would dare play with her petals. 
 
       I drive as fast as I can but I can’t drive as fast as I would have if I’d been alone. There’s precious cargo in the back and the road’s getting slippery. I let out another silent curse when it starts pouring down and silent lightning strikes down at the end of the highway. It feels like someone just squeezed a hand around my heart when Valkyrie starts shaking. 
 
       Dammit. 
 
       “I’m f...freezing,” she stutters and her teeth chatter, “drive faster, please...” 
 
       I can’t go any faster. It could put her life in danger and I frown. I know there’s a shed not too far from here. We’d have to take a backroad but it’ll be worth it and I take a turn. Valkyrie lets me know she’s surprised by weakly squeezing my waist but she doesn’t say anything. I wonder whether she’s worried, whether she thinks I’m about to kidnap her and my lips curl. If I’d wanted to kidnap her, I could’ve done it long ago. 
 
       I’ve been watching her for a long time and I know she sneaks away every once in a while to visit her mother’s grave. She pretends to be going for a walk in the park at the back of the compound and then she crawls through a hole she’s made in the fence and covers it up with leaves. It’s the only way for her to be alone and unguarded. 
 
       When I stop outside the rundown shed, Valkyrie squirms, vaguely protesting but I silence her little protests. 
 
       “You’ll be inside and I’ll lookout,” I say and her eyes flood with relief. They’re a pearly blue, almost silver and I don’t know how many times I’ve fantasized about those eyes looking up at me and turning pleading while I thrust into her. I hold out my hand. “May I?” 
 
       She nods, putting her hand in mine and I help her down before leading her to the shed. I make sure there’s nothing in there that could cause her any harm and that it’s dry and warm enough. Without waiting for permission, I take off my fur and wrap it around Valkyrie. She flinches at the audacity, her eyes flaring before going lower to my chest and she flushes and looks away. 
 
       Without a word, I step outside and cross my arms and then I stand there in the lashing rain but I can barely feel it on my skin. I’m covered in goosebumps from the excitement and protecting her gives me a raging erection, I can barely keep under control. Clenching my jaw, I listen for clues to what Valkyrie’s doing. I can barely hear her in there but then again, I can barely ever hear her. She’s as light as a butterfly. One second she’s there and the next one she isn’t which is why I barely ever blink when she’s around. 
 
       I don’t want to miss out on her in the same way that people don’t want to miss out on any important events. That’s what she is to me. Important. Madly and brutally important. The first time I saw her, she had already turned eighteen. I had business with her father and she stepped into the office. She didn’t look at me because she’s not allowed to look men in the eye, especially ones below her rank but she didn’t have to. The moment she stepped into that office I felt my body shoot up with longing, fire and ice and need. She was a drug. She still is a drug. And when she walked out again, all I could think of was how to get another dose of her. I crave her the way a man craves the sunrise, the one thing that saves him from the dark and stops him from walking in perpetual obscurity. 
 
       Before Valkyrie that’s where I was. In an obscure space with no true light at the end. 
 
       But Valkyrie...she shines. The whole world could be on fire and she’d still be the one burning the strongest. My sweet candlelight, my bright little torch in the depths of a pit. 
 
       “Excuse me...?” 
 
       I tense when I hear her voice and my head swats around so fast, I almost get a whiplash. She clears her throat. 
 
       “You must be cold. I give you permission to e...enter.” 
 
       That’s brave of her. 
 
       I’m not cold but I’m not going to pass up on this chance and I step inside. She cowers in the corner, her gaze fastened on the ground and she looks so small in my fur. It makes me want to wrap my arms around her to make her bigger and stronger. Her hands clutch my fur and they’re shaking and her breathing’s erratic, condensing like smoke in the cold air. 
 
       “It’s dark in here,” I rasp and I take out my lighter from my back pocket. The flicker warms the room and more importantly it lets me see Valkyrie clearly. Not that much is on display. She’s always covered up and I don’t even know the shape of her. Don’t know if she’s pear shaped or an hourglass or a triangle...but I bet whatever her shape, it’ll feel lovely in my hands. Her hair is a rich chocolate and sometimes she curls it and sometimes she wears it straight. When the sun hits it, her tresses shine like copper and it’s been my new favorite color ever since we met. 
 
       Her eyes dance back and forth and I have to give her credit for being so adamant on keeping up the law. She won’t look at me but then her eyes can’t help but to sway and they land on the tattoo on my torso. I relish under her intense stare, my skin heating up and my muscles swell. My body brims with the power I want to pour into her and watch her lap it up. 
 
       When she realizes I’ve caught her watching me, she gasps and turns around so fast her long skirt sways around her boots. She’s probably scolding herself right now for her misstep, telling herself how bad she’s been but my lips curl. I like this side of her. The one that doesn’t mind breaking a little rule here and there. 
 
       “Valkyrie,” I rasp and she twitches, letting out a pant. I’ve never said her name before, only in the dark when I’m alone and then it was only whispered. Saying it out loud while knowing she wouldn’t respond would have been too painful. “Pretty, little Valkyrie...,” I add with a wolfish grin and she shakes under the fur. 
 
       Those frail shoulders of hers tremble and she whimpers when she hears me prowling. 
 
       “Why did you turn around?” I stalk closer. “I like your eyes on me. You can look all you want.” 
 
       “You’re not allowed to talk to me,” she breathes and she’s whimpering now but then she inhales, “and it’s you who looks. You stare at me all the time, always watching, always probing me with your gaze...” 
 
       I do probe her with it. Eye fuck her because it’s the only thing I can do without getting my throat slit. Swallowing, I walk so close I could bury my face in her hair if I wanted to and it takes a ruthless amount of willpower to keep my hands to myself. I feel like a savage before her and she makes me painfully aware of how much harsher my nature is compared to hers. 
 
       “Do you know why a male stares, Valkyrie?” I say and she shivers, refusing to answer, refusing to encourage me. “He does it when he wants a female. When he wants her to know she’s his.” 
 
       “Stop this madness,” she mewls. “You can’t talk to me that way.” 
 
       “There’s nobody here.” I straighten, looking down on her and the size of her is both endearing and worrying. Will she ever even be able to take me? “I can keep a secret.” I grab her arm, whirling her around. Her eyes flare when I bore my gaze into hers and push her up against my chest. “Can you?” 
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    Tilting his face to the side, Iversen repeats the question. “Can you keep a secret, Valkyrie?” This time though, he strokes a piece of hair away from my face and my knees slash. I’ve never..., my lips pinch from the shock..., I’ve never been touched that way by a man. 
 
       And I’ve never been manhandled either, held so tightly or so close against my will. Emotions boil in me. This isn’t against my will. It’s what I’m supposed to think. I’m supposed to recoil, or defend my honor and safety but I can’t. One look into those pale eyes of his and I tremble like a shield maiden in front of divinity, of the very thing she naturally worships deep inside of her and my womb clenches. 
 
       “Answer my question, baby.” 
 
       Fever wreaks havoc in me and I pant. Nobody has ever talked to me this way and I don’t know what to do. I’m helpless and defenseless and utterly entranced. Iversen is my spindle, the one that I, the mob princess will prick my finger on because I’m drawn to him like a lodestone. I cannot stop, cannot look away or walk because he’s just that magnetic. 
 
       And just as forbidden. 
 
       “I shouldn’t encourage you,” I breathe and his eyes flash when my lips part. He licks his own as if he wants to put his tongue against mine and entwine the two together and my cheeks heat. I’m so inexperienced, so out of my element that I feel like I’m on the verge of bursting out into tears. 
 
       “Don’t look so scared,” Iversen rasps and I try not to tremble. “I would never do anything against your will.” His eyes lower to my throat as if he’s trying to track the beating pulse. “Do you still not want to encourage me?” 
 
       “They’ll kill you,” I whisper. “And it’ll be my fault...” 
 
       “I’ll be careful. Never leave any bruises or marks on your fine skin or kiss your lips too hard.” 
 
       I twitch. Kissing? I mewl, squirming because Iversen’s intensity is coldblooded, as merciless as a sword and as precise as a swordsman and it cuts me right where I’m the most tender. In my feminine heart, my feminine emotions that still feel so innocent compared to his. When I struggle to form any words, a frown forms between Iversen’s brows and there’s something about his gaze that makes me want to weep. 
 
       “You do not want me then,” he says in a low voice as if the whole world just came crashing down on him. “Don’t you ever want me as your male, princess?” He takes a firmer grip on my arms. “What do I need to do for you to want me?” 
 
       When I don’t reply, he lets go of me and when he withdraws he looks so wounded. I’ve never seen a warrior like him seem so defeated and its humbling. My heart aches and I try to reach out with my hand but I’m too weak and I lean against the wall, struggling to regain control. 
 
       “Iversen,” I whisper and he whirls his head around, his eyes piercing into mine and it feels like he’ll conquer battlefields for all eternity, as long as I’ll be waiting there in the end to reward him. It’s the first time I’ve ever said his name. I’ve just crossed a line and entered dangerous territory but it feels good on the other side. That’s where he is and I don’t regret it. 
 
       “Yeah?” he says huskily and I shiver. 
 
       “Thank you for what you did.” I straighten, regaining my strength and I don’t have to lean against the wall anymore. “At the funeral.” I drag a breath because Iversen is watching me so intently, he’s not blinking. “You were brave for standing up to my father.” 
 
       Bravery like his is rare and it makes a girl want to bow her head in veneration and gratitude. 
 
       “I didn’t want to see you place your sweet lips against a corpse’s. I would’ve lost control. Sought that fucker out in the afterlife and killed him once more.” 
 
    My limbs begin shuddering but Iversen misjudges my reaction. 
 
       “Forgive me. It was wrong of me to curse in front of you.” 
 
       “N...no...,” I stutter, “why did you say once m...more?” 
 
       The slow and calculated look Iversen gives me tells me everything I need to know. I gasp, putting my hand in front of my mouth as my eyes flash. “It wasn’t an accident, was it? You murdered him.” 
 
       “You knew it was me,” Iversen says and a muscle ticks in his jaw. “You knew I wanted to kill him since the moment they announced your engagement.” 
 
       I do remember the way he looked when it was announced that I was supposed to marry. All color left his face, his eyes turning lifeless and then dark and then deadly. It had made me shiver so hard that I didn’t manage to get it to stop until the very next day. And then the news came... 
 
       There would be no wedding because there was no longer a groom. 
 
       “How did you do it?” I whisper and his eyes flash, a dangerous smile lingering around his mouth and I want to kiss it to know what it tastes like. “How did you kill that man?” 
 
       I’m not so stupid to mention his name. That would be an offense to Iversen. You never mention the name of enemies. 
 
       “I’ll spare you the bloody details.” His eyes deepen. “Unless it gets you excited to know how far I’m willing to go to have you?” 
 
       I gulp, now unsure of if I should have asked and Iversen continues. 
 
       “He’d had dinner at the compound, laughed and drank with his brothers and then it was time to go home. It was dark out and he got into his car.” Iversen slowly begins to pace, his eyes plastered on me to read my reaction. “I was hiding in the backseat and once he was on the highway, I placed a very cold blade on his throat.” 
 
       Wrapping my arms around me, I nod for him to continue. 
 
       “And as I held it against his skin and told him to take the next turn, I wondered if I really should go through with it.” 
 
       “You had doubts?” I ask and the sudden curiosity stops my voice from shuddering. 
 
       Iversen nods. “I thought that here was a man who’d be my brother if I rose up in rank. And there is no bigger crime than killing a brother, other than killing his woman. But then I remembered that he was after my woman and I thought about him kissing you and touching you and lusting over you and loving you and something inside of me snapped.” 
 
       Turning, Iversen adds, “I forced him to drive toward the edge of a cliff, slit his throat and jumped out last minute.” 
 
       Panting, I stare at him and I squirm. 
 
       The crime he did...if anyone ever finds out... 
 
       He’ll be a dead man. 
 
       And it would be such a waste of a powerful and vicious male and I inhale, trying to keep myself composed and his eyes burn when they look at me. “Do you understand now?” he says in a low voice. “I won’t let anything stop me from claiming you.” 
 
       “But you’re making a mistake,” I whisper and he freezes. I wring my hands. “You’ll be ashamed of me. With me by your side, your chest won’t ever swell with superiority, you’ll never look into my eyes, knowing you have the most poised and powerful woman in the room...,” I bite my lip, feeling that dreaded heartache, “I’m ordinary. Unnoticeable.” 
 
       “To me you’re not,” Iversen says heatedly. “I’ll kill anyone who challenges your superiority, kill anyone who dares to think they’re above you. And don’t you worry about my heart. It’s swelling just fine.” Under his breath, he mutters, “Just like other parts of me...” 
 
       I fidget, my body filling with warmth and Iversen’s eyes flash with remorse. “I shouldn’t have said that. I know how innocent you are,” he explains and I nod. “It’s just that...,” he squeezes his eyes, painfully hard, “it takes a toll on me, to be in your presence, never speaking to you, never rubbernecking you the way I want to, never allowed to touch you...fuck,” he kicks a wooden board to the side, “I don’t even know the size of you in case I want to buy you a dress...” 
 
       A dress? Something girly and rousing flares in me. 
 
       “I’d like a dress,” I whisper. “Maybe in the color p...peach...?” 
 
       He nods as if my wish is his law and rasps, “Will you let me hold your hand?” 
 
       I slowly nod and give it to him and it feels so right when we’re skin to skin. Two pieces in a puzzle and my heart clenches. The rain has stopped and Iversen is worried we’ll be back too late so we walk back out to the bike. This time sitting behind him feels more natural and this time I wrap my arms around his waist on my own. I’m being so bold that I almost can’t believe myself but being bold is so worth it just to see Iversen brim with satisfaction. He’s practically flooding with it, his cold skin prickling under my fingers and knowing that I’m the one responsible makes me heady. 
 
       But I can tell he’s still not fully satisfied and its only when I lean my head against him that he lets out a content groan. I feel that groan the way the earth feels the earthquake. It shatters something inside of me and makes me eager to draw out more. My eyes flutter when I think of Iversen moaning, his head tossed back, his powerful face strained...and I let out a choked cry. 
 
       “What is it?” Iversen growls, immediately alarmed and I want to die on the spot. 
 
       “N...nothing,” I stutter because I can’t tell him I just endangered our lives by thinking of him naked in bed. I’m not sure what’s happening to me but I don’t think I can stop it. I’m already dropping like a rock into unknown depths and I shiver when I catch glimpses of the compound amongst the trees. 
 
       With its many towers and gothic windows it even looks a little bit haunted. I take my cheek off Iversen’s back and put my hands up on his shoulders and pretend that I can handle this. Nobody will know. They can’t know how I already feel about Iversen. 
 
       Only my heart can know. I tell it to quiet down because right now it’s pounding so hard, I have the feeling it wants to scream. I want Iversen as my male. And my heart pleads and begs that I’ll be able to have him. 
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    Passing the gates, I stop in front of the building. This time, Valkyrie gets down on her own. I don’t touch her but I’m dying to. I’m dying to put my hands all over her and register her enjoyment. I want to be alone with her again, be the only one that gets to watch her and talk to her. I’m envious of everyone getting an ounce of her time, even her maid, even her family. 
 
       She’s a scarcity, like all valuable things and I want to grab her and run away with her and never let her go. 
 
       Valkyrie keeps her eyes to herself, refusing to look at me to not rouse any suspicions but a smile lingers around her mouth that wasn’t there before. I feel a punch in my gut when I think that maybe the smile is there because of me. The gravel walk crunches beneath our shoes as we walk up to the house and its more silent than usual. 
 
       I’m good at picking up on the environment and there’s a lingering pressure in the air. 
 
       Valkyrie doesn’t notice, walking up the staircase and despite being more familiar with me, she’s still nervous. When our clothes brush, she lets out a gasp, stumbling on the steps and manages to take down a painting hanging on the wall. I grab a hold of both her and the painting because where’s the use in having fast reflexes if they can’t save your girl. 
 
       “Thanks,” Valkyrie pants, looking at me with a flushed face. “You must think I’m such a klutz.” 
 
       Shaking my head, I rasp without looking at her, “You’re as elegant and gentle as a swan. There’s not a single female that doesn’t pale in your comparison.” 
 
       Panting, Valkyrie wraps her arms around her and she lets out a silent whimper that goes straight to my crotch. She doesn’t know what her innocence and brittleness does to me. It makes me want to be careful, gentler and it’s something I don’t need to be very often. Violence and I are good friends but violence doesn’t keep a man warm at night, it doesn’t make him feel like his heart’s too big for his chest but I get all that from Valkyrie. We continue down the hall under silence and with our eyes and hands to ourselves and look up when Dolph steps out of his office. 
 
       “Where the hell have you been? I’ve sent out soldiers to look for you,” he slithers between his teeth, addressing me and I raise my chin. 
 
       “It was pouring down. We couldn’t stay on the roads and we had to take shelter in a shed.” 
 
       Dolph’s brows curve. “Shed? You were alone in a shed with my daughter?” He clenches his fists and Valkyrie gasps, 
 
       “Iversen stayed outside like a gentleman. I was alone in the shed and as soon as it stopped raining, he drove me straight home.” She nods fervently to prove her point and Dolph’s eyes narrow but then he rasps. 
 
       “Go down to the kitchen and get something to eat. You missed dinner.” 
 
       “I’m not hungry,” Valkyrie whispers, before wringing her hands. “I’d like to go to my room and I want the soldier to escort me.” 
 
       “Escort you?” Dolph frowns while my heart pounds. “Why?” 
 
       “I’m feeling faint.” 
 
       Boring his eyes into his daughter, Dolph then looks at me and snaps, “Fine. I’ll allow it.” He thunders down the hallway and Valkyrie and I turn to each other. Since we have an excuse in case anyone would see us, I say, 
 
       “Lean on me.” 
 
       Valkyrie’s eyes flutter and she entwines her arm with mine, leaning her little body against me and she’s turned crimson red. I’m clenching my jaw so hard, it feels like it’s about to shatter and I feel so damn purposeful next to her. Fuck murder and fuck violence. This is my true purpose, to watch over Valkyrie like a hawk and help her fly. 
 
    Sometimes it scares me how brittle she is, makes me want to kill every single man just to be safe, because everyone can hurt her so easily. She walks with a lowered her head, her steps silent as always and a part of me is terrified that one day she’ll simply fade. There’s so little substance to her, like she’s part of the furniture at the compound but only to those who don’t look close enough. 
 
       I do look close and to me, her delicateness is beautiful. 
 
       Then again, if anyone dares to look as closely as I have, I’ll kill them. 
 
       I wait in the hallway when Valkyrie opens her bedroom door and steps inside. I catch a glimpse and it feels taboo to be looking. It’s so different from the rest of the house. The colors of her choice are a pearly white and soft grey and there’s no black in sight. I glance at her canopy bed with the girly frills and the big teddy sitting on her pillow. She must be hugging that thing at night and suddenly I want to use my dagger to gut it and pluck out the stuffing. Crossing my arms, I rasp, 
 
       “What’s his name?” 
 
       Her brows rise in surprise. “Oh, um...,” Valkyrie stutters before letting out an embarrassed, “Cuddly Dudley.” 
 
       Cute. Bending down, I take out the dagger I keep in my boots and Valkyrie’s eyes flare. I play around with the weapon and do a couple of tricks while Valkyrie stares. 
 
       “I think you should rename him to Iversen,” I say, adding, “or I’ll let him taste the blade for daring to sleep in your bed every night.” 
 
       Valkyrie’s mouth pops open before she fidgets and lets out a snigger. “Would you really gut that innocent little teddy?” 
 
       “He’s not so innocent to me,” I growl and she struggles to keep her laughter under control. I grin, wanting to kiss her on her soft and big lips but then as if picking up on my carnal intentions, she lets out a gasp and steps farther into the room. 
 
       “I forgot to give you your fur back,” Valkyrie blurts, holding it out for me but I shake my head. 
 
       “Keep it.” I’ve worn that thing like a second skin for years and I want her to have it. “It looks good on you, baby.” 
 
       Whimpering, Valkyrie gasps and then she closes the door. Slams it right in my face. I want to kick it down and claim her right on her prissy carpet and take her first orgasm as my loot. A grin stretches my mouth. Soon. Nothing will stop me from claiming Valkyrie. 
 
       Not even death. 
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    Breathing so harsh, I’m going to need an oxygen mask soon, I lean against the door and crash. I don’t think my pulse has ever raced this fast. It’s going to climb out of my chest soon if I don’t calm down. Clasping Iversen’s fur, I bury my face in it. 
 
       It smells like him, of cedar wood and smoke and danger and it makes me weak in the knees. 
 
       What we’re doing is forbidden but it makes it all the more thrilling. The most sensible thing to do would be to talk Iversen out of it, ask him to be respectable and follow regular protocol instead of trying to be with me in secret. But I can’t ask that of him. 
 
       I want to trust my gut and follow my heart. 
 
       Draping Iversen’s fur over my favorite chair, I give it one last stroke of longing before changing into my robe. The color leaves a lot to be desired but at least it’s made of satin. Still, it’s long-sleeved and goes all the way down to my ankles and it’s not exactly something that would make a male’s blood run hot. 
 
       Honestly, I wonder what Iversen sees in me. 
 
       I’m so...average. 
 
       My appearance is average, my wit is average, my fighting skills...fine, they’re below average. And yet Iversen still looks at me like I’m the best thing since sliced bread. It makes my belly flutter, makes me feel strong and powerful and...extraordinary. 
 
       All my life I’ve yearned to feel extraordinary, always thought I’d find it the day I’d become more warrior like, more like the males I grew up with and I thought I had to be what they value. Now I only care about what Iversen values and he doesn’t care about my prowess. He just cares about being allowed to hold my hand and staying in my presence. 
 
       And it makes a girl feel glorious. 
 
       I open up the double doors and step out on my little balcony. The wind is so mild tonight after the rain but I can still smell the moistness in the air. Leaning over the black iron balustrades, I listen to the music of the trees. Did it always play this beautifully or is it maybe the infatuation that makes everything sweeter. 
 
       Dragging a content breath, I tense when I hear male grunting in the corner of the courtyard and I turn my face. Of course. The soldiers are fighting because nobody around here ever misses out on a brawl. I squint and my heart starts pounding when I despite the distance recognize the shape of the tattoo on that torso. 
 
       It’s Iversen and I bite my lip when my body turns into pure jelly. Before I would’ve let out a yelp in horror and ran back inside, terrified of the things he does to me but now I try to withstand it. Things are different now. I’ve looked at him, talked to him, felt his touch on my skin and now I can’t just look away. 
 
       Besides, nobody knows I’m watching him. And it seems only fair considering he stares at me all the time. 
 
       He’s one of our most skilled fighters, dodging every blow but never missing out on delivering a hook. He fights like the way he talks and looks at me. Dirty. I crave it even though I know it’s not appropriate but I crave the brutality in him. I’m not like other girls, I grew up in the mob and I can’t just have the average Joe. My husband won’t ever be a mailman, or a lawyer, or a politician. It’s either a made man or nobody at all. 
 
       Though, ever since today it’s Iversen or nobody at all. 
 
       A nervous flicker flutters in my belly at the thought of somebody else taking his place. It’s not impossible. Anybody else in the organization could win the position as the new underboss and my husband, simply by impressing my father or the boss well enough. 
 
       Luckily Iversen is strong. Competitive. He won’t let anyone else take his place. I think about what he did to my then fiancé and I grow so dizzy, I need to steady myself on the handrail. 
 
       The fight is still ongoing, turning more and more vicious until Iversen delivers the final blow and his opponent is on the ground. I want to clap my hands and jump up and down, praise him. It’s common for the women to praise the men when they’ve done something worthy and brave but I’m forced to keep still and stay quiet. 
 
       Once the opponent has left the courtyard, Iversen grabs a white towel and dries off his body before grabbing a water bottle and he chugs the liquid down. It’s arousing to watch him drink. I wonder if he knows that I’m spying on him, wonder if he knows just how much I want him... 
 
       And just like that Iversen swats his head around and despite the distance, our eyes still zoom in on each other. 
 
       I gulp. Guess he did sense me. 
 
       What do I do now? I want to run back inside and pretend this never happened but then I catch a movement. He just jerked his face...and then he prowls into the park as if he wants me to follow him. 
 
       Gawking, I stare after him. He really expects me to drop everything, risk everything and go where he goes. I exhale. As it turns out, he’s right in expecting that because apparently I do go where he goes. 
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    It’s just as hard in theory as it is in reality to leave the compound without getting caught. I hide whenever I hear footsteps and race silently down the hallways but luckily a lot of the inhabitants are busy on their own. And there must be something in the air tonight because I catch the enforcer and his wife passionately kissing in the library, and one of the karl’s and his milkmaid can’t keep their hands off each other down in the living room. 
 
       Stepping outside, I let out a silent cry when I hear a moan from the opened bedroom window that belongs to the boss and his wife. I race into the park. It’s so big and wide it may as well have been a smaller forest. The trees are thick and lush and it’s so dark out, I can barely see where I’m going. 
 
       A couple of years ago, it was suggested that we should put up lampposts but that suggestions was quickly shut down which I’m pretty grateful for now. Like this, it’s more difficult to get caught. I roam between the trees, walking farther and farther into the park but I can’t see Iversen anywhere. 
 
       Did I misjudge his intentions? Maybe he didn’t want me to follow and maybe he’s already gone home... 
 
       Wringing my hands, I look left to right. “Iversen?” I whisper but there’s no answer and I feel a dip in my belly. I say his name again and tense when hands cover my eyes. They’re soft and hard at the same time and I recognize those hands. The ambusher removes them and I turn around, facing Iversen. His face is so serious, his cheekbones so sharp and his jawline...the kind that people pay for at the plastic surgeon. 
 
       He looks down at me with his brows pulled over his eyes and my heart speeds up. Licking my lips, I whisper, “I thought you’d left.” 
 
       “I’ll never leave you,” he says, his voice low and emotional. “You just have to call my name and I’ll always be there.” 
 
       That’s quite the promise but I don’t doubt him and my hands shiver from how bad I need to touch him. I flush at the thought and I’m happy it’s so dark, he won’t be able to see the color of my face. “I saw you fighting,” I murmur in a low voice. “You’re so strong and incredibly fast, he didn’t even see you coming.” 
 
       Iversen smirks, tilting his head to the side. “You enjoy watching me assert my dominance then?” 
 
       “Y...yes,” I stutter, “it was very s...stimulating.” 
 
       “As are you in that slinky robe,” Iversen says dangerously and I whimper, taking a step back and wrap my arms around me because I don’t know how to act when he talks like that. My eyes flare in surprise when Iversen grabs the belt around my waist and uses it to push me to him. “Don’t put any distance between us,” he rasps. “You know I want you close. You know I need you close.” 
 
       “Did you feel me?” I pant. “Watching you?” 
 
       He nods. “Like sweet prickles on my skin. I wanted to roar when I saw you there on your balcony. You looked more hauntingly beautiful than the moon and gentler than the night.” He lowers his face until both his eyes and lips are close. “My little wallflower...” 
 
       Iversen doesn’t say it like its offensive to him but like I’m the only flower he sees in a bed of flowers and I fill with pride. Now I know how special a little daisy must feel when she’s plucked by someone who chose her, someone who wanted her and none of the other daises. Just her with her plain petals and hushed appeal. 
 
       I shiver when a fog rolls in over the park but Iversen takes my hand and leads me farther in between the trees. His breaths are excited and he seems bigger than usual. I want to cling to him and squeeze his muscles because it seems like it would be such an experience. Iversen walks in silence and its incredibly dark out but I still feel so safe. 
 
       I want to wrap myself around him the way ivy wraps itself around the façade of the compound. To me Iversen is the perfect place where I can grow, where I can flourish and as vicious as he is, there’s still a gentleness to him that comes out when we’re alone. Nobody would guess it by observing him in public. Then he’s all about the clenched jaw, the serious gaze and the tense muscles but with me he’s like a dark knight that’s taken off his armor and is now letting me see the soft spots. 
 
       A maiden would never use that against him and neither will I. 
 
       I cherish both sides of him, the good, the bad, the dark and the light. 
 
       “What are you thinking about, Iversen?” I whisper because he hasn’t said anything in a while and he stretches his neck side to side and I struggle to not stare at his muscles. He’s not wearing anything other than his pants and they hang low on his hips, his denim’s black and ripped and tucked into combat boots. 
 
       “There are men at the compound,” he says finally like it’s been bugging him for a long time. “They’re always around you...I don’t like it.” 
 
       “Don’t let it bother you,” I say in a gentle tone. “Nobody ever gets to me.” As in never, ever even in a million years. “I’ve never even been...” 
 
       “Been what?” Iversen asks, his voice suddenly sharper and I look down, scraping the earth with my boot. “Valkyrie?” 
 
       Looking up at him, I whisper as if I’m confessing a crime, “Never been kissed.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
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    I swallow, filling with male pride and I feel so close to her that not even death will be able to seperate us. Her little face stares up at me, her eyes filled with worry over my reaction and her lower lip trembles as she waits for my reply. My heart clenches because she’s such a fucking gift. Men in our lifestyle crave women like her. 
 
       The less men that have touched them, the fewer men we have to kill and no made man wants to waste perfectly good bullets on his woman’s former lovers. 
 
       “Do you want to be?” I rasp and her eyes flash. “You want me to kiss you, baby?” 
 
       “What if someone s...sees?” she stutters, because that’s her biggest worry. My biggest worry is that I’ll lose control and do more than just kiss her. Inwardly I shudder. Fuck, I promised her to be discreet, promised not to leave any marks or little love bites and yet it’s all I want to do. And I want to grab my dagger and carve a V right on top of my heart. I want the scar to be so deep it won’t ever heal but shine brightly like silver, the way my Valkyrie shines. 
 
       “They won’t. No prying eyes, I promise.” 
 
       She bites her lip. “But I don’t know how it’s done. I’ve seen other people do it but I could never do it like that.” Her eyes dart. “I don’t want to let you down.” 
 
       “You couldn’t even if you tried,” I assure her and my voice has turned gruff because she’s riling me up with her virtue. “And I’ll teach you how to do it.” 
 
       Valkyrie slumps a little with relief before looking at me again as if waiting for instructions and I clear my throat. 
 
       “Put your arms around my neck.” 
 
       She obliges, wrapping them around me. They’re warm and slender and so gentle that I want to scream out my arousal. It’s too much, always too damn much...She awaits my next instructions, her eyes shining with hope but there’s too much space between us. Another person could fit in between. At the thought, I put my hand on her lower back and push her to me and she lets out a gasp. 
 
       “You’re alright,” I whisper and I stroke her until she looks like she wants to purr under the full moon. “Relax.” 
 
       Valkyrie nods, biting her lip again before quickly releasing it as if she remembered that I’m going to need it. Inhaling her scent, I lower my face and try ignoring her shudder. Fuck, sometimes she’s like a fluffy little animal stuck in a hunter’s trap. It endears her to me and at the same time it forces me to be careful with her. 
 
       “I brushed my teeth,” she blurts nervously and I tense. 
 
       “Ah...that’s good to know,” I rasp, trying not to smile. “I’m going to put my lips against yours now. You don’t have to do anything. Just feel and let me do it.” 
 
       Nodding, she squeezes her eyes as if she thinks I got razorblades on my tongue and I shake my head before pressing my lips against hers. She whimpers behind her pinched mouth and she’s all tense before softening and then she softens so much, she slowly drives me mad. Her taste is numbing and she’s no damn wallflower. She’s belladonna poison and she shoots me up in my veins like a narcotic. 
 
       I groan and she twitches at the sound, her eyes flaring when I cup her neck and hold her so tight that I feel her breasts against my chest. They’re bigger than I thought they’d be and as soft if not softer than her mouth. “You taste good,” I moan, “I’m going to put my tongue inside now, okay baby?” 
 
       “W...what do I do with it?” Valkyrie stutters, making my head swim with her concoction of eagerness and timidity. 
 
       “Just taste me and let me play with you.” 
 
       “Do I play b...back?” 
 
       Fuck, I’d love it if she would. “If you feel like it,” I groan and slide my tongue along her seam and she starts panting. Her hands tug at my shoulders and my whole body responds to her touch. 
 
       “Iversen...,” she moans, the sound delirious and I fill with a sense of victory, seeking more from the kiss, demanding more. She drives me crazy when she slowly responds, our tongues manipulating, the kiss turning intense and she lets out a pant. I stab my fingers into her tresses, marveling in the silkiness before trailing kisses down her pulsating throat. I’m panting just as she is and my thoughts turn blurry, my body taking over and I hold Valkyrie tighter, pulling her down to the park bench, ready to rip the robe from her and take my lawful place when I hear her saying my name over and over as if trying to get my attention. 
 
       Forcefully, I stop and look at her and she watches me through hooded and dazed eyes. She’s overwhelmed. Her robe has slid down her shoulder, her mouth red from my furious kissing and I feel my heart sink but thank fuck there are no marks on her slender throat. 
 
       Brushing my hands through my hair, I shrug myself to gain control. “Baby, you were too mouthwatering. I couldn’t stop. Something came over me. I barely even knew what I was doing. All I could feel was you and it almost drove me over the edge...” 
 
       “It was hard to stop for me too,” Valkyrie whispers, rearing her clothes and she’s still breathing in that intense rhythm that drives me wild. She gulps. “I should go home before this gets out of hand.” Rising she looks down at me and I’m still holding onto her fingers before letting her go and she shivers. 
 
       “Valkyrie?” I rasp and she raises a brow. “Think about me before you fall asleep. Let me be the last thing on your mind.” 
 
       “You will be,” she whispers before turning serious and she looks at me as if I just awakened something within her. “A girl never forgets her first kiss.” Her voice fills with heated emotions. “And I’ll never forget this one for as long as I live!” 
 
       A smile curls around my lips as she runs into the forest with her hair and robe fluttering behind her and I want to chase her so damn bad that I need to use my dagger to stay fucking put. Digging the tip into my palm, I grimace at the pain but there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for Valkyrie. 
 
       I can’t mess this up. It means too much to me. 
 
       It means everything. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Valkyrie 
 
      
 
    I wake up with teddy Iversen pressed tightly to my chest. Sighing, I roll around in my bed and I don’t think I’ve ever been this content. My new emotions make my body thrive and I feel lighter, happier and like my previously dark world has been dipped in pink glitter. Is this what it feels like to be in love? 
 
       If so, it really is one of the most wonderful feelings in the world. 
 
       Lifting my head, I smile at the maid when she walks into my room. To my surprise, she’s holding a package in her hands along with the breakfast tray. Sitting up, I ask her about it and she tells me it’s a dress. Of course, the package has already been opened but there’s no sender. 
 
       Getting out of bed, I pick up the dress after the maid’s left and twirl around with it. It’s not black and tears prickle my eyes. Finally there’s color and my hands stroke the peach colored fabric. 
 
       Iversen. 
 
       He must’ve bought it for me and I put it on. I’m amazed when staring at myself in the mirror because I look like a totally different Valkyrie. With this dress, I won’t melt into the walls, I won’t be unnoticeable. This dress screams see me and love me. 
 
       And it follows my curves perfectly and the cut is discreet enough to not raise too many brows. Giving one last twirl, I rush out of the room but not before blowing the teddy a kiss and I’m excited. Energy’s buzzing through me and I can’t wait to see Iversen again. 
 
       Yesterday, I spent a great deal of time in front of the mirror checking for any marks but he’d left me unscathed. He kept his promise even though I at one point felt like I was going to be eaten alive from his kissing. It was so intense that I can still feel his lips on mine, his hands around my waist and I’ll slap any other man who tries to touch me. 
 
       I’m Iversen’s. All of me and I never would have guessed it feels this good to belong to someone. 
 
       Giddy and upbeat, I check the courtyard to see if Iversen is there but he must be away on work for now. I try to ignore the disappointment, and head over to the library. It’s one of the biggest rooms in the house but I don’t like it that much. 
 
       There are tons of stuffed animals around, wolves and lynxes and polar bears and they’re all baring their fangs. When I was a kid I always thought they’d come alive at night and eat me. Snorting at the memory, I pull out a deck of cards and start playing solitaire. I’m sitting by the big window, in a corner to myself and suddenly I’m so into the game that I don’t hear them until it’s too late. 
 
       Soldiers. 
 
       The four that gave me strange looks at the funeral. They’re laughing about something, jabbing at each other and they better not break anything in here or the boss will have their heads. I drag a deep breath, knowing they’ll probably leave before they realize I’m in here. I’m used to it, I’m used to be treated like I’m really not there but then they stop making noise and I frown. 
 
       Why did they stop? 
 
       I turn my face, only to catch them staring at me and I flush. Frowning, I expect for them to look away but they don’t. 
 
       “Almost didn’t see you there,” the one in the middle says. “I like that new outfit you’re wearing.” 
 
       Biting my lip, I whisper, “How dare you address me?” When they don’t respond, I rise, “I’ll pretend it didn’t happen.” With my chin in the air and my mind on Iversen, I try to pass but they block me. They stand in my way, refusing to let me through the door. 
 
       “What are you doing?” I cross my arms. “Move out of my way or you’ll pay for this.” 
 
       “She speaks...,” one of them says and I squirm, “and she’s not wearing those ugly clothes anymore.” He chuckles. “Looking for a husband are you?” He raises a hand. “I volunteer.” 
 
       “I’ll p...pass,” I stutter. “I wouldn’t touch you with a ten foot pole.” 
 
       Proud of myself for standing up to them, I move past them but freeze when I feel a hand on my buttocks. It’s not groping or squeezing me but it’s still a grave violation and I flood with chagrin. Swiping around, I let out a hiss and grab the soldier around his throat. My thumb presses into a point on the side that causes him to gasp for air and his eyes flare. 
 
       He could try to fight me and so could the other three but they’d be dead then and they’re not quite that stupid. I press a little harder. “Learned your lesson y...yet?” I scold and he nods. I’m about to release him when I feel a presence in the room. It’s vicious and deadly and the fuzz on my nape stands. I’m shivering even before a hand clasps over mine and I pant, letting go of the soldier. 
 
       Iversen’s sneering and he’s not as gentle as I am. With his hand in a death grip around the soldier’s throat, he pushes him against the bookshelf. His grip is so strong it lifts the perpetrator off the ground and the soldier’s boots dangle in the air. He’s gulping for air, struggling to breathe but his efforts only piss Iversen off and he slams his head into the shelf, causing books to fall down and I put my hand in front of my mouth. 
 
       He’s going to kill him. 
 
       Walking over to him, I plead. “Iversen, maybe that’s enough...” 
 
       It’s like he doesn’t hear me. His eyes are dark as pits and they’re hooked on his target, his lips pulled over his teeth and the veins on his arm bulge. It’s like he’s entered a trance and I can’t reach him. I start whimpering when I fear he’ll seriously kill the soldier. 
 
       “P...please,” I stutter but he doesn’t stop and I gulp. What a magnificent male he is...and I pity everyone that manages to piss him off. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Iversen 
 
      
 
       I can’t see. There’s blackness all around me, I’m only vaguely aware of that my hand is around a thick neck and that I’m squeezing. I don’t know what happened or why I’m doing this but I know Valkyrie was unhappy. She was trying to defend herself but I’d rather die than let her defend herself on her own, which is why I had to take over. 
 
       Blinking, I squeeze harder when a voice snarls, 
 
       “Nox, take your fucking hands off of him before I kick your ass.” 
 
       When I don’t, I’m grabbed by an arm and pushed back and I sneer, ready to fight whoever tried stopping me when I realize it’s the boss himself. He lets go of me while Valkyrie whines, 
 
       “The soldier was only trying to defend my honor. I was touched...inappropriately.” 
 
       “She’s right, boss,” another soldier says who’s so pale he looks bloodless and my eyes narrow. “He did touch her inappropriately.” 
 
       Suspicions rise in me because why the fuck is he snitching on his mates. 
 
       As expected, the boss is not happy. “Then what are you waiting for?” he snarls. “Get him the fuck out of here.” The soldier get chased off and boss turns to me. “And you. Get the fuck back to work.” 
 
       I nod my head but Valkyrie squeaks, 
 
       “Boss, if you don’t mind. I’d like to reward the soldier for coming to my rescue.” When boss frowns, she adds, “I want him to join us for dinner tonight.” 
 
       Soldiers aren’t allowed to eat at the compound. They’re too low rank. 
 
       Boss hesitates for a second but then he nods, allowing it. 
 
       “What about me?” a voice says, belonging to Paleface who’s back from kicking out the scum. “Don’t I get a reward?” 
 
       “Valkyrie?” boss growls, letting her decide and she twitches. 
 
       “Yes, you can come too. I guess...” 
 
       Looking like he’s done with the pleasantries, Boss leaves and so does Paleface and then I’m left with Valkyrie alone in the library. “Why did you invite him?” I say between clenched teeth and she gasps. 
 
       “Oh Iversen, I was taken off guard. I didn’t mean to blurt it out and I do regret it...” 
 
       Panting, she looks up at me and I realize she’s wearing the dress I bought for her. It molds around her body, makes her stand out and if I had a hard time keeping my eyes off of her before, now it just got worse. In this dress, I could pick her out in a crowd while wearing a blindfold. It distracts me from the fury still lingering in me and I drag a breath. Inhale and exhale and I try keeping my voice steady. 
 
       “You said you’d been touched?” I loom over her. “How did he touch you?” 
 
       “I can’t remember,” she blurts. “I’ve already forgotten.” My eyes narrow and she adds, “But they did make fun of me for being mousy and...and...,” she struggles to find her words and gasps when I push her behind the bookshelves where nobody can see us. I put my arms on either side of her face. 
 
       “I like your silence,” I rasp, boring my eyes into her and her lids flutter, “like how soft you are, how timid. I like your silence because all I can think of is how beautifully you must scream.” 
 
       She gulps, letting out a choppy sound in the back of her throat and I put my face closer to hers, pressuring her a little. “Would you scream for me, baby. Scream when your male penetrates you?” 
 
       “Y...yes,” she stutters and I can’t help but to grin at the delirium I feel. 
 
       “Would you be slick for me? Wet and sweet like I think you would...?” 
 
       Eyes darting, she struggles to come up with a reply and I lift up her skirt, pushing my hand past her panties and dip inside. Her mouth opens in shock. I silence her cry with a kiss, fondling her until she jiggles under my touch. 
 
       “Slick enough,” I rasp, “making me desperate to give you my cock right now.” 
 
       Whimpering, she slowly spreads her thighs and my heart thumps in surprise. Fuck I’m ready. Ready to claim her right now and I’ll kill anyone interrupting our mating. But then voices reach us from the hallway and Valkyrie freezes, pushing me away and she rearranges her dress and smooths her hair. 
 
       “Tonight,” she whispers, “I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
       “I want you now,” I growl, clenching my fists but she lets out a squeak, running away from me and it’s probably for the best. Better not to risk it. For her sake. But I’m still worked up and if I’m not allowed to have her soon, my frustration will only rise and rise and fuck knows what I’ll do. 
 
       Dragging a breath, I come up with a plan. Tonight after dinner, I’ll speak with her father and ask for his daughter’s hand. If he says no, I’ll do coldblooded murder and if he says yes, then...Valkyrie will be mine. Forever. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Valkyrie 
 
      
 
    I’m trembling as I walk down the staircase. I’ve put my hair up and I never wear it up but I thought that Iversen might like it. My hand shudders on the banister and I’m so nervous that I doubt I’ll be able to get a bite down. Entering the dining room, I pause when I catch the look in my father’s eyes. His gaze roams down my dress and he murmurs, 
 
       “You look like your mother.” 
 
       With a pained look on his face he turns around and I hide a gasp as my heart squeezes. He’s never said that before, barely even mentions her but his compliment fills me with warmth and gives me a sense of pride. My mother was no wallflower. She was a fierce woman and being compared to her...it makes me want to burst out in tears and I rub off some water from my corneas. 
 
       Inhaling to soothe my nerves, I look around and the dining room is gorgeous tonight. Everything’s lit up and sure its gothic as always but the candlelight gives it a softer hue. Taking a seat I wait for everyone to sit down but Iversen isn’t here yet. The other soldier is here though, the one Iversen calls Paleface and he asks my father if he can sit next to me. 
 
       To my relief my father declines and I breathe out from relief. 
 
       This night would’ve progressed in the wrong direction if he’d sat down next to me. I don’t think Iversen would’ve liked it, maybe he would’ve even done something reckless and I’d prefer it if everything could go smoothly. 
 
       Our dinners are always so theatrical. There’s always some fight and I think they do it on purpose because they enjoy the aggression. It was even worse when I was younger and many of the men unmarried. I don’t know how many times I had to crawl under the table and wait for the blowup to be over so that I could come out again and enjoy my mac and cheese like a normal kid. 
 
       At least these days, their wives have managed to somewhat calm them down. 
 
       I straighten in my seat when I feel my neck prickling and I know Iversen just entered the room. Trying to act unbothered, I take my napkin and spread it on my lap while listening to his footsteps. His boots make the floorboards creak and there’s a faint hint of his scent in the air and I squirm, rubbing my thighs together and it’s a good thing the table cloth is long. 
 
       The closer he comes, the harder it is to keep it together and the chatter sounds like a constant buzzing in my ears. I grow dizzy, licking my lips and I want Iversen near me. He’s so mighty and dreamy and with him close I feel so much more self-assured. 
 
       “Fádir,” I whisper, trying to be discreet because I don’t want to make a big deal out of this. “I’d like for soldier Nox to sit next to me.” 
 
       My father’s eyes zone in on me. “You want Iversen to sit next to you?” he practically shouts to my horror and it’s obvious he’s had one drink too many. Not only that but the chatter around the table stops and everyone turns to look at me. 
 
       I’m in the center of attention. 
 
       I turn bright red in the face. 
 
       And I can’t breathe. 
 
       Why did he have to scream it! 
 
       “I’ll allow it,” my dad says eventually and my heart pounds when Iversen pulls out his chair and sits down. He’s staring straight ahead and his torso isn’t naked tonight but he’s wearing a t-shirt. A black one, a ripped one and it makes him look hotter than hot in a grim reaper sort of way. 
 
       Licking my lips, I address my father again, asking for permission to talk to Iversen and I’m so happy when he agrees that I almost do a victory dance. “Bread?” I ask Iversen, holding out the basket with freshly baked rolls and he takes one and puts it on his plate. His eyes roam over my face, haunting around my mouth. 
 
       “You look lovely,” Iversen says in a low voice and I twitch when I feel his hand quickly give mine a squeeze. “Blossoming...I choke on a breath every time I see you.” 
 
       “So do I,” I breathe, “when I see you, I m...mean...” 
 
       It’s a good thing nobody can hear our conversation because if they did, they’d probably burst out laughing at my attempts to be coquettish. But Iversen doesn’t seem to mind my awkward attempts. He just straightens until he looks bigger than usual, grins and winks at me before biting into his roll. 
 
       Taking a sip of my wine, I drag a breath because this is what I want for the future. For him to be accepted at the table, to finally get the respect that I know he deserves. He’d make an amazing underboss. 
 
       “I like being able to have dinner with you,” I whisper and he glances at me, his eyes full of emotions and for a second I get worried, he’ll grab my face and plant a kiss on my mouth. 
 
       “After tonight, you’ll be having all your dinners with me.” 
 
       My heart smashes in my chest. What does that mean and does it mean what I think it means? 
 
       He’s planning on taking us to the next step... 
 
       “Be on your best behavior,” I gasp because now I know how crucial this dinner is. If Iversen makes one mistake it could be held against him. Oh yes, it’s crucial that everything goes exactly as planned. 
 
       Absolutely crucial. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Iversen 
 
      
 
    This is new to me, sitting here with the rest of them...with Valkyrie. Sometimes my rank has caused me to feel like a recluse. Always left out and never allowed inside with the masters but now I’m here. Not that I care about my status. I only care about it for Valkyrie’s comfort and she’s worth more than just a soldier. 
 
       She’s nervous tonight, more nervous than usual and her eyes keep flickering around the room but she’s so damn beautiful in the candlelight that her little ticks come across as amiable. Still, I want to grab her and kiss her to get her to calm down but you don’t just do that thing around here and go unpunished. 
 
       And I can wait, I can have patience. After the talk I have with her father, I will have her. And then she’ll be sitting in my lap by the dinner table while I feed her. I groan at the thought and Valkyrie fidgets at the sound, dropping a hot potato on the floor. Her eyes fill with embarrassment, a sheepish smile crossing her mouth before she looks down, puts up her elbows and hides her face in her hands. 
 
       “I can’t ever do anything right, can I?” she whispers, sounding like she’s struggling against tears and I want to pull her to my chest and tell her that she’s still the most wonderful being I’ve ever seen even if she throws food around. 
 
       “You’re doing fine,” I say from the corner of my mouth. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.” 
 
       She squirms. “You wouldn’t understand. You’re so assertive. I bet you’ve never dropped a hot potato like that in your life.” She pinches her lips, glancing at me like I’m the center of the universe. “Iversen, you own every room you walk into.” 
 
       Fuck the rooms. It’s her I want to own. 
 
       “Once you’re on my arm, you’ll be like that too,” I assure her. “I’ll share my power with you.” 
 
       The sadness disappears from her eyes and they shimmer and it’s the first time in my life I’ve ever felt proud of myself. Killing doesn’t make me proud, showing off my dominance doesn’t make me proud but being able to put a smile back on her face...fuck, now that makes me proud. 
 
       Leaning back in my seat, I take a sip of my drink and I’m feeling pretty confident that I got this. As long as I play my cards right, I won’t be denied Valkyrie. Lifting my utensils to dig into my food, I tense when Paleface calls, 
 
       “Frey, I’d like to ask for permission to speak to your daughter.” 
 
       Dolph peers over the rim of his glass, his gaze unfocused but then he grunts. “Go on.” 
 
       I’m pissed. Pissed that he didn’t ask Valkyrie what she wants and that I’ll now have to share her attention with that fucker. Clenching my knife harder, I drop it along with my fork and drag a frustrated hand through my hair and kick back in my chair. 
 
       “Valkyrie,” Paleface says and I want to cut his tongue out for using her name. “My compliments on your looks tonight.”  
 
       Valkyrie squirms because she doesn’t like the focus to be on her. She wants to linger in my shadows and that’s where I want her. That’s where she’s the safest. 
 
       “Thanks,” Valkyrie mutters and throws me a pleading glance because the whole table is staring at us now. 
 
       Paleface leans forward, pushing his plate to the side. “I want to get to know you better. What are your hobbies, Val?” 
 
       Val? 
 
       Fucker, I’ll put a bullet between your brows before you know it. 
 
       Her eyes dart around hesitantly. “I guess I like to play solitaire and walk in the park. And sometimes I swim in the p...pool.” 
 
       I freeze. She swims in the pool? What does she wear when she does it? Can’t be a teeny tiny bikini or I’ll kill myself. Or better yet, everyone who’s seen her in it. 
 
       “Something we have in common,” Paleface says. “I like exercising too. Keeps the mind in shape...,” Paleface does a big stretch, putting his arms behind his back. He flexes his biceps and his pecs twitch when he slides a hand down, “And the body.” 
 
       A pulse picks up in my temples and I grip the handle of the gun I keep in my pants. 
 
       “Fádir, I’d like for the soldier to stop talking to me now,” Valkyrie yaps and Dolph grunts, 
 
       “Stop talking to her.” 
 
       Paleface’s mouth snaps shut but he’s offended. Humiliated. There’s nothing worse than being humiliated as a made man and his emotions get the better of him. Turning to Valkyrie he growls, “Who do you think you are, bitch? You should be happy I wanna fuck a weak thing like you.” 
 
       Valkyrie gasps in horror and I take out the gun, pull the trigger and fire. The bullet hits him straight in the face, blood and brains splashing everywhere, covering the walls and Valkyrie lets out a choked cry. 
 
       Silence spreads over the room. In the distance a baby weakly cries upstairs and a muscle ticks in my jaw. 
 
       “Who they fuck are you calling weak?” I rasp, tempted to fire another shot just to get an even number. Next to me, Valkyrie’s having a silent meltdown, whimpering and cowering in her seat and I know what she’s thinking. 
 
       I just killed a made man in front of everyone. As a soldier I’d need to have permission but I don’t give a shit. He deserved it. And I’m prepared to take my punishment. 
 
       Everyone silently turn their heads to boss to get his reaction and he’s sitting at the end of the table with his wife in his lap and a frown on his face. Fuck ,this doesn’t look good...but then he shrugs, slamming his fist on the table until it trembles and he raises his glass. 
 
       “To death,” he thunders, and we all raise our glasses. 
 
       “To death...” 
 
       We sip on our drinks and Valkyrie watches me over the rim of her glass, her eyes shiny, her cheeks trembling but she sneaks her hand in mine and gives me a squeeze. 
 
       “I’m yours,” she whispers, reaching to brush off some blood splatter on my face with a napkin. “Always only yours.” 
 
       My heart shatters at her care. I’m the only lover she’ll ever know. She had nobody before me and there will be nobody after. I came, I kissed, I conquered. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    8. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Valkyrie 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean he bailed?” I ask, staring at my father. I’m in his office and for a moment everything sways and it’s like the floor’s about to open and swallow me alive. “It can’t be t...true.” 
 
      A muscle ticks in dad’s jaw and he leans back in his seat. Picking up his dagger, he starts tracing the blade with his fingertips and he looks just as infuriated as I feel. “I’m not happy about this either, Valkyrie but the soldier had his chance.” Dad’s expression darkens. “And he didn’t take it.” 
 
       He didn’t take me. 
 
       That’s what he means. Iversen didn’t take me. 
 
       My father’s just told me that Iversen talked to him after dinner last night. He asked for my hand. Dad didn’t say yes or no. He said he’d had to think about it and that he’d give Iversen his answer in the morning. 
 
       And its noon now. Its noon! 
 
       Clenching my fists, I whisper, “Something must’ve happened. Maybe he’s out buying a ring as we speak or maybe he’s thinking up p...poetry he’d like to recite when he proposes...” I trail off under my father’s gaze and I know what he thinks. He thinks I’m being pathetic. 
 
       “Valley,” he murmurs, using a nickname I haven’t heard in years. “Maybe its best you take that dress off. You’ve worn it for two days straight now.” 
 
       Clutching the dress Iversen gave me, I shake my head. “I’m never taking it off.” Iversen liked me in it and the first time I wore it, I could for the first time somewhat understand what he sees in me. 
 
       Hugging myself, I shiver when dad says in a suddenly gentle tone. 
 
       “When a male wants a female he does everything to have her. He’ll kill for her, die for her...hell not even death should keep him from her.” Dad brushes a hand over his face. “Accept this, Valkyrie for your sake. And there are better sharks in the sea.” 
 
       “This has to be a lie,” I whimper. “Iversen wouldn’t do this. He loves me.” 
 
       “Loves you?” Fury floods dad’s face. Grabbing his dagger he stabs it into the desk. “Loves you?” he bellows. “If he loved you he wouldn’t have left you!” 
 
       “In that case mom never loved you!” I shout, regretting it the instant dad turns white and he sits back in his chair, mutely staring straight ahead and I flood with guilt. “I’m so s...sorry...,” I sob, bursting into tears and I run out of the office, out of the compound and into the park. Tears blur my sight but I know where I’m going, my hands searching for the hidden opening I’ve made in the fence and I crawl through. 
 
       Running down the deserted road, my legs carry me on their own. They know where I’m going. 
 
       The cemetery. 
 
       Through my blurry gaze, I search for my mother’s name and fall to my knees in front of her tombstone. “Mádir...,” I sob, “he’s gone. He’s really gone.” Pouring my heart out, I bury my face in my hands as I cry out my grief. I sit there on the ground until the air turns chilly and a crow mockingly caws in a tree. Drying my cheeks, I take a couple of deep breaths and lick my lips. Telling myself that I’m strong and that mob princesses don’t cry over males, I get up on unsteady knees and I feel so incredibly fragile I’m no match to even the wind. 
 
       Slowly and silently crisscrossing through the tombstones, I struggle to not burst into tears again but then anger takes over and I tear at my dress. 
 
       “You said you’d come whenever I call for you,” I croak between cracked lips. “You said you’d come.” My shoulders start shaking from my heated emotions. “But where are you now, Iversen? Huh?” I call, shouting at the clear sky. “Damn you Iversen Nox!” 
 
       A scream explodes from my lips when a hand shoots out from the ground, grabbing my ankle and I flood with fear. What the hell is that? Kicking, I try to get the hand to let go but it refuses and I fall on my butt, screaming and kicking and struggling and I feel myself turn white in the face when another hand shoots out. 
 
       Oh fuck...! 
 
       This is not happening, this is not happening...the come to life corpse digs through the earth, reaching for the surface and an ear-piercing sound assaults my ears. It takes me a while to realize the sound is me screaming and I clumsily get up. With my heart in my throat and my hair whipping on my back, I run through the cemetery praying the “zombie” or whatever it is won’t catch me. 
 
       Throwing a glance over my shoulder, I scream when the “thing” starts chasing me. It’s big and wide and covered in dirt and I was right. 
 
       It is a zombie! 
 
       “Valkyrie!” the zombie bellows and I freeze. 
 
       How does it know my name? 
 
       Freezing, I slow down my pace and let out a cry when I get tackled, dragged across the ground and my fingers rake through the earth. “Not even death keeps me from you,” the zombie growls gutturally. “Not even death.” 
 
       Whoaaa.... 
 
       “I...Iversen?” I stutter in shock and he roughly turns me around and I stare into a pair of pale eyes. The most glorious eyes on earth and I start sobbing. “I thought you’d left me.” 
 
       Questions swim in my mind. What happened, why was he underground but Iversen doesn’t seem to be in the mood for talking and it’s only now that I realize he’s fully naked. And aroused. Crazy, crazy aroused and I gulp. Iversen doesn’t notice, his eyes glazing over as if he’s forgotten how innocent I am and he’s nothing but pure hunger. 
 
       Cupping my neck, he slants his lips over mine, his need for me spiking my veins and I flood with relief. He wants me. He wants me so much. 
 
       “I’ll never leave you,” he snarls against my trembling lips, “I’ll always hold on. With all of my strength, with all of my heart.” Shuddering, he abruptly pulls my dress down and starts feasting on my breasts, groaning and moaning and his eyes roll back in his head. 
 
       I pant, feeling strange and tender between my legs, my body swelling, pulse racing and it feels like I’m levitating. “How can you make me feel like this?” I cry, tearing at his hair because my body is about to set itself on fire. 
 
       “Because I’m your male,” Iversen rasps between mouthfuls of breast and he gives my hip a possessive squeeze, “only I can make you feel this way. Nobody else.” 
 
       “Nobody e...else,” I stutter, recoiling a little at the intense look in his eyes before they warm, turning soft and gentle and he moves down my body while simultaneously, pulling my dress up but I’m too coy and pull it back down. He lets out a low chuckle that quickly turns into a growl and then my panties rip and he’s lashing his tongue against my, my... 
 
       “Oh, what are you doing to my flower?” I cry and he growls, 
 
       “Plucking your petals, baby. You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
       My face heats and I bury it in my hands, my body arching and rolling the fiercer he kisses me. I’m so distraught that when I look down at him, seeing his face between my legs, seeing that peaceful and possessive expression he wears, I let out a whimper and throw my skirt over his head to be able to endure. 
 
       His head moves under the fabric, the motions searching, toying and I gasp when he lifts my hips. I pant when he thrusts with his tongue, licking and biting and my legs shiver. He’s forcing me to stay in place simply by assaulting me with pleasure and I can’t even wriggle. Overwhelmed by his ruthless treatment, I yank at his hair, trying to milden the pressure but he brushes me off. 
 
       “Behave,” he growls and I whimper. “Don’t interrupt me when I’m having a moment with your pussy.” 
 
       He presses his face so intimately that there’s no space between my femininity and him and I melt, convulsing so hard it feels like I’m about to crack my spine. “Take what’s yours,” I cry. “Please...” 
 
       My plead for him to take my innocence, fires him up and he lets out an outdrawn snarl, grinding his mouth all over my center before freeing me from my dress and there I am. Completely naked in front of a male who’s not yet my husband but it doesn’t matter. He’s more. 
 
       He’s the only love I’ve ever known. 
 
       “I’ll be taking you, don’t you worry. But baby, don’t come crying to me when you beg for mercy,” Iversen growls, gulping me down and I scream. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    9. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Iversen 
 
      
 
    I growl as she explodes against my mouth, my eyes rolling back in my head as her curvy hips buck. She’s so damn curvy. So soft and giving and generous with her little body and I want to howl to the moon in gratitude. Panting, she pulsates, the impacts of her orgasm affecting her so much she barely notices what I’m doing, until she gets up on her elbows and looks down at me. She gasps, shocked at her own wetness. 
 
       I fondle her and she arches her neck, struggling to keep herself upright until she can’t no more and her arms give me. “Mmm, you make me feel so good,” she whimpers then jerks when I stretch her with my fingers to make room for my cock and her eyes flicker. “Should you really be doing t...that?” she stutters. 
 
       “Need to prepare you,” I say in a distorted voice and her eyes fly to my shaft and she bites her lip in hesitation. “That’s right, baby,” I purr. “You’re taking all of it. Think you can do that for me?” 
 
       “Don’t k...know...” 
 
       “Come on,” I grin, nuzzling her belly and I graze her feminine skin with my teeth. “You’re my good girl, aren’t you?” 
 
       Her face turns red, her chin trembling as I continue to work her. “I want to be. I’m t...trying to be.” 
 
       “It’s like the first time when we kissed.” I groan at the memory. “You were so good, baby. This is like that. Just let me lead and accept me.” 
 
       She nods, taking my face in her hands. “I trust you. I’ll always trust you.” 
 
       Those are the prettiest words a made man can hear from his female and I flood with triumph, mounting her, forcing my way into her heat and she cries out. I freeze, lingering in her body but then she shoots up with her hips, wanting to be good for me and it warps my mind. I stop holding back, flipping her on all fours and I go at it until my sanity is hanging on by a thin thread. 
 
       She’s too much for me. Too powerful in the way she’s got me all tangled up in knots. 
 
       I can’t get free. 
 
       I don’t want to get free. 
 
       All I want is her. She’s the only thing that matters. 
 
       “Harder or softer, baby?” I growl, ready to give her everything she needs. “And don’t be coy with me.” 
 
       “S...softer,” she stutters and I slow down the pace, “I mean h...harder...” 
 
       Following her request, I don’t hold back and I rage with lust when she silently takes it but her body screams. Her hair’s whipping against her back and her skin’s glowing from her sweet sweat and I groan. 
 
       “Giving up yet, little wallflower?” I grunt when she starts panting, her hands clutching tuffs of grass and she’s arching so hard she’s in a downward position. “Tell me how bad you want this.” 
 
       “B...bad...,” she stutters, “wear me out, Iversen. Wear me out all you want.” She pants when I take her word for it and she starts whimpering in protest. 
 
       “Ah-ah, no backtracking, baby,” I groan. “You said you’ll let me fuck you however I want.” I pound into her like a man, mobster and lover all at once and she goes wild, trying to meet each thrust, her body begging for more until she begins to whimper again. “Can’t stop,” I grate between my teeth. I fist her hair to hold her in place, crushing inside of her sweetness until she spasms around me. 
 
       Throwing her on her back again, I teach her how to take everything I give her. Her eyes flutter and she’s gone quiet, her body, and mind raw and she leans her head to the side, wanting my kiss on her neck and I give it to her, sucking on her skin and she cries out from pleasure, coming forcefully. Her delicate curves shudder, the slick sounds of our bodies hitting pounds in my ears but I grit my teeth. 
 
       This isn’t enough. I need more. 
 
       I need her conquered. Need her not to know where I end and she begins. 
 
       The lust makes me rage and I grab a fistful of her silky tresses, pulling her face up to mine and kill any doubts she might have had in the past about me and she whimpers in confusion and shock. The heat’s taking a toll on her but I’m too worked up to be gentle and I fuck her like I want to break her down, my hips piston inside of her uncontrollably, causing her teeth to clap and she has problems moaning my name. 
 
       “Iversen,” she yaps between chattering teeth, “You b...break me...” 
 
       A better male would have switched to tender lovemaking but I’m not a good man and I suddenly feel too big for my body, my cock swelling even more inside of her until she sobs uncontrollably, her sheath almost unable to take the overwhelming fullness and I grow rabid. 
 
       She’s mine!  
 
       I fuck her tightness, then slide in and out of her mouth before finding my way back to her pussy again, bellowing her name as I finish inside of her until she’s saturated with me. She fidgets, gasps, wails and screams as her insides tighten, coming again and again all over my engorged shaft. Her eyes roll back in her head and then she lets me hold her. 
 
       I’m spent, collapsing on top of her and draw her close, cherishing her, adoring her. Loving her. 
 
       She’s dazed, her eyes shocked while she hums to herself and her arms and legs are splayed. I smell her hair, relishing in her and growing so obsessed with her body that I don’t know how I ever stayed away from her. How the hell did I manage not to pounce on her the moment we were in the shed? Fuck, that was a miracle and I hide a dark chuckle behind my hand. Valkyrie stirs, stroking my chest and I grit my teeth. 
 
       The girl makes breathing a struggle, she makes things hard and easy. It’s easy to protect her and hard to accept that my ability to protect her is a liability. I’ll kill anyone looking at her wrong, talking to her for too long, anyone who makes her sad and anyone who makes her too happy- 
 
       She belongs to me. 
 
       And I’m very fucking stingy with her. 
 
       “What happened, Iversen?” she whispers, turning to face me. “What were you doing underground?” 
 
       I tell her the story. After I had talked to her father, I left the compound and on my way home I was ambushed by three soldiers. They wanted to punish me for murdering their buddy in cold blood. They thought they’d killed me and buried me thinking I was dead. 
 
       They were wrong. 
 
       And now I’m coming for their heads. 
 
       But first I need to claim Valkyrie once more and she whimpers when I spread her soft thighs. Her hair is in a mess and she has little pink marks all over her skin that my furious kissing left behind. “Let me feel you again, baby,” I rasp and she nods, her little body heating up when her temperature rises and she wraps herself around me. We’re perfect and she’s no longer a wallflower. She’s ivy and I’m the fucking pillar she’ll be clinging to for the rest of her life. 
 
       “I love you,” I whisper, nuzzling her and I mean those words with a zealousness I’ve never had before. Looking at me through her black lashes, she whispers, 
 
       “I love you too. You make me proud to be yours.” 
 
       There. 
 
       That’s what she gives me. 
 
       Purpose. 
 
       One that’s not dark. 
 
       But perfectly noble. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Valkyrie 
 
      
 
    Swimming to the surface, I drag a mouthful of air and prickles assault my skin at the tepid temperature. Iversen doesn’t like it when I swim in the pool without him but I’ve told him it’s good for the baby to do it whenever I can. A smile crosses my lips when I feel it kicking in my belly. It’s still so small, I’m barely showing and nobody but my husband knows I’m pregnant. We’ve decided we’ll spill the good news at dinner tonight. 
 
       Getting out of the pool, I wrap a big fluffy towel around me and squeeze droplets out of my hair before walking into the house. Iversen is away for work but he’ll be home anytime and it’s for the best. He gets so worked up whenever I do anything other than adhere to him. If he could pick and choose, he’d probably just carry me around wherever he goes. 
 
       Which would be problematic considering he’s not even a soldier anymore. He’s the underboss now and my heart swelled from pride when he was made. My dad’s stepped down and these days, Iversen is the boss’s right hand man. 
 
       Humming to myself, I walk up the spiral staircase and into our bedroom. Opening the door, I shriek when something soft and squishy slams me in the face and I gasp. Looking up at the ceiling, my eyes land on Iversen. He’s hanging from a piece of string around his neck and his stuffing’s poking out of his belly. 
 
       Putting my hand to my mouth, I breathe, “Who in the world would commit such a horrendous crime?” 
 
       “Your very jealous husband,” a voice rasps and I twitch, noticing that Iversen is sitting at the edge of our bed. He’s shirtless and these days he has so many runes, he looks just like the other males in this house. I shiver from how delicious he is but I keep on playing. 
 
       “How could you? What did he do to you for you to treat him like this?” 
 
       Getting up, my husband stalks over to me with a fixated look in his eyes. “You were giving too much affection to the wrong Iversen. Last night you rolled away from me in the middle of the night and hugged him.” 
 
       Pretending to be horrified, I shake my head and Iversen rasps, 
 
       “He had it coming. He should’ve known better than to try taking my place.” Stroking my hair from my face he adds, “Now who’s your number one, baby?” 
 
       “You,” I purr and he smirks. “It’s always you. I’m crazy about you.” 
 
       Iversen’s eyes darken with satisfaction and heat rolls of his powerful body. “Drop the towel.” 
 
       Biting my lip, I murmur, “Aren’t you mad I was in the pool?” 
 
       Hissing, he shakes his head, “Not when you’re wet and needy.” Snatching the towel from me, his eyes flare when I tremble and he grabs me, lifting me up and pushes me against the door. His eyes roll back and against my lips, he whispers, “I was right. You need your male, baby...” 
 
       “You know I do,” I moan, “I need my male.” And he slants his hot lips over mine and they’re the only lips I’ve ever kissed and ever will kiss. We may be members of the mob but our love...our violent love is what matters the most. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    John 
 
      
 
    Wake up, husband. Please, for me... 
 
       Eyes flaring, I gasp in shock and look around in confusion. Panting heavily, it takes me a while to familiarize myself with my surroundings. I’m strapped to a bed, a needle buried in the vein of my arm and my hip aches like a motherfucker. Lights blink over my body, hurting my eyes and the smell of rubbing alcohol and floor polish hurts my head. 
 
       Groaning, I try to stir when I catch a movement in the corner. 
 
       “Lay still,” a plump, middle aged nurse calls. Running over to me, she checks my vitals while I blink and struggle to speak. “My name’s Hilma,” the nurse murmurs, “and you just hold on tight until doc comes.” A minute later a doctor runs inside the room. He does a quick, impatient examination and I frown in anger when he shines a small flashlight into my eyes. 
 
       For some reason, I’m tempted to punch him right in the face and for some reason the deed feels very familiar to me. 
 
       “Do you know your name?” he asks and I open my mouth to reply but there’s no answer. Thing is, I don’t know my name and I shake my head. “John Doe it is,” doc sighs while the nurse runs around, tending to me and all I want to do is get out of this damn bed. 
 
       “Why m...here...?” I slur but they understand what I’m trying to say, explaining that I was in an accident. The paramedics fished me out of a ravine. I was unconscious, my hip so bruised up they think I fell from a great height. They couldn’t revive me and I’ve been in a coma for four weeks. 
 
       There was nobody they could notify. I had no ID on me and nobody called the hospital asking for someone who would fit my description. I want to laugh deliriously because they couldn’t be more wrong. I do have someone. My wife must’ve been worried sick about me, she must have been here...visiting me but they say I’ve had no visitors. 
 
       Grunting, I try moving around but they keep telling me I need to stay put. They need to do some tests and agitation washes over me. I want to get the hell out of here. Track down my wife, wrap my arms around her and plant a hot kiss on those lips of hers. I remember those lips with the deep cupid’s bow and that pale pink color like she’s been kissing crushed roses and dusted sugar. Licking my mouth, I rasp, 
 
       “Call...wife...” 
 
       “You have a wife?” the nurse asks, pleasantly surprised and she claps her hands. “Well, that’s wonderful.” 
 
       I nod, reciting her number that my brain’s memorized above all other important things. 
 
       Autumn Avers 
 
       That’s my wife with the tight, little body and the badly behaved eyes. 
 
       A wicked, little thing that makes my blood boil and bubble. Trouble is what she is, always forcing me to chase her until I’m out of breath and my heart close to detonating in my chest. She renders me in pieces, only she’s allowed to pick up between her delicate fingers. 
 
       Longing rips through me like a bonfire and I groan at the ache. I can’t wait to hold her, whisper in her ear that I woke up solely for her. She brought me out of the darkness and into the light and I miss her so damn much it feels like I’m crumbling without her. 
 
       The nurse frowns nervously while she calls and I turn worried. What’s the big deal? I reach out with my hand, gesturing that I want to be the first one hearing Autumn’s voice but the nurse shakes her head. “She’s not picking up,” she says, her tone full of pity. “The phone’s dead.” 
 
       Tensing, I fidget when adrenaline shoots down my legs. I need to find her. She could be hurt somewhere, waiting for me to save her and I tug at the covers. Doc and the nurse immediately protest but I snarl at them to leave me alone. I’m still slurring, my movements too slow and I need to regain my strength if I’ll able to retrieve Autumn. 
 
       Only with her by my side will I regenerate and recover my health. I’m mad with longing for her and it overrides some of the concern I feel about her absence. Where is she? My wife would never have left me and gone with another man. While I know I haven’t been of much use laying in a coma, I know I have a wife who’s the loyal kind. 
 
       I have memories of her, strolling in the grocery shop while leisurely inspecting the shelves. She browses for fun because in the end she always gets the same stuff, because she’s dedicated like that. All vegan products, cherry chewing gum and a ton of salty crackers. And not to mention her laughter... 
 
       Fresh and lush like summer’s rain and my eyes turn hooded. 
 
       The memories of her are energizing but they won’t be able to sustain me for long and I make an effort to get up, cursing when the needle moves around under my skin. I need to get that thing out. Doc has left the room and nurse is humming to herself in the corner, her eyes on a computer and I glance out into the hallway. 
 
       An old man pushing a walker, diligently strolls by and I grind my teeth before wrapping my hand around the needle and yank it right out. A small stream of blood pours out but I ignore it just like I do the nurse when she cries, 
 
       “You can’t do that! Get back into bed at once before I call the doctor!” 
 
       She can call whoever she wants. Fuck, I don’t care if the entire CIA occupies this building as long as I find my wife. I’m unable to walk straight and shrug off the nurse when she tries helping me. Out in the hallway, I’m forced to use the wall for balance and I blink, struggling to see clearly. 
 
       There’s too much noise. Too much talking and laughter and I nearly get run over by a kid and his dad who’s carrying a balloon, saying It’s a girl. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I groan when nausea washes over me from all the turmoil. My brain’s been fried for weeks and its having a tough time keeping up but the thought of Autumn makes it easier. Tracing the white walls with my hands, I stop for a second when my legs tremble. The nurse yells something in the distance but I zone out. 
 
       The world doesn’t matter. What matters is Autumn. 
 
       I’m coming for you, sweet cheeks... 
 
       A groan escapes me at the memory of her curves. Hell, they don’t make girls like her anymore. Women like my wife are the salt of the earth. There’s so much generosity in her, I could be dying from starvation and it wouldn’t matter as long as she was by my side. Her breath is an elixir, her skin a comfort and her smile... 
 
       Not just sunshine but the entire sun and it burns to think about her. 
 
       Struggling to not pass out, I grunt when I accidentally slam into a cart containing food for the patients. Muttering something that’s supposed to be an apology, I hiss and try ignoring the ache in my muscles. Fuck, I’m going to blackout soon...but I better not and I grit my teeth when I see the hospital entrance in front of me. I just need to reach it and I stretch my hand out, grasping...when the sliding doors open. 
 
       Everything turns into slow-motion. 
 
       The woman stepping inside is a vision that inspires gratitude for simply being a witness. She’s got auburn hair, curling down her body and decorating her lip-smacking curves. Her tight top causes her cleavage to spill out, her hips rocking to the beat of my heart in her blue denims and she doesn’t just walk, she bounces, every step is a dance meant to transfix me and make me want to beat my chest from desire. She’s illuminated, the light from the outside world clings to her before the doors slide again and I blink. 
 
       There she is. Mine... 
 
       I almost collapse against the wall but she doesn’t notice. She strolls casually, her arms strutting and she smiles at those who get in her way and I ache again. Fuck, do I ache. 
 
       “Hey, mister!” the nurse says angrily beside me. “What do you think you’re doing? Go back to bed.” 
 
       “That’s her,” I rasp, lifting a trembling finger. “My wife.” The nurse follows the direction and lets out a stunned laugh. For some reason the laugh mocks me and I drag a deep breath, ready to fight my way to Autumn. 
 
       “That aint your wife, silly. That’s Chrissy Kissin. She’s been volunteering with us for three weeks now and she’s tended to you many times. I think she’d mention it if you were her husband.” 
 
       A pulse pounds in my temples. Chrissy Kissin. The name isn’t right but everything else about the woman is. The age (twenty), the lime green color of her eyes and the way she lets the tip of her tongue rest on the back of her upper teeth before saying something. Letting out a laugh, she rakes her fingers through her tresses and they shake seductively, coaxing out more and more of my desire until I can barely contain myself. 
 
       “Doc’s going to give you some meds and then hopefully you’ll see some sense,” the nurse says flightily and she grabs my arm. “Come on now, let’s make sure you get your rest...” 
 
       Shrugging off her arm, I growl, “Not without...wife.” 
 
       “But she’s not your wife, dammit,” the nurse says, exasperated. “She’s just a young girl trying to do her job and you’re gonna let her do that...” 
 
       Rounding my hand into a fist, I slam it into the wall. “Mine!” I growl in a loud voice and my blood boils when Autumn stops the conversation she was having with a nurse and looks straight at me. Her eyes bore into mine and there’s a flash of panic on her face and she whispers, 
 
       “Oh shit...You’re awake.” 
 
       I can’t hear her but I read it on her lips and she takes a stumbling step back as if she’s about to run and I snarl, “Wife.” I hold out a shaky hand and turn it around so my palm faces the ceiling. “Come to me.” 
 
       The panic in her eyes dissipates, turning into pure confusion. She blushes, her mouth doing a lopsided smile as if she doesn’t know what to think and she lets out a nervous laughter. The nurse waves her over and she crosses the shiny floor, dragging her legs and her flat sneakers make a screeching sound. 
 
       “Our patient here has lost his memory,” the nurse long-sufferingly explains and Autumn’s eyes flare. “Can’t remember a darn thing about his own life but he thinks you’re his.” 
 
       “Is that why he calls me his wife?” Autumn’s eyes flash. “But I’m not.” 
 
       She says it with conviction, the kind of conviction that puts a lot of stress on my body and I can’t help it, feeling a sharp pain in my heart and I grab my chest. Leaning against the wall, I feel my eyes roll back in my head and everything turns blurry. She’s mine! She’s just lying for whatever reason and I start shaking. The effects of the coma is taking a toll on me and Autumn lets out a yelp when I sway, throwing herself at me to keep me upright while the nurse runs to get a wheelchair. 
 
       Dragging ragged breaths, she stares up at me with her entrancing eyes and my heart speeds up. I grab a hold around her waist, groaning at the giving flesh and the warmth of her and I don’t care what she says or what excuse or lie she comes up with. 
 
       This girl belongs to me. 
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    Autumn 
 
      
 
    My adrenal glands are acting up and my arms shake as I help the nurse put the patient back into bed. I wonder if he can tell just how hard my heart’s beating and our eyes meet, his own struggling to not close as if he needs to keep a watch on me. 
 
       He’s not wrong. As soon as I get the chance I’m outta here. 
 
       This wasn’t part of the plan. He wasn’t supposed to wake up from the coma so abruptly. I knew of course, that he one day would wake up but I was hoping I’d get a warning from the nurse first so that I would be prepared. 
 
       When I saw him standing in the hallway, pointing at me with that intense look on his face I almost had a heart attack. But then as if fate has a soft spot for girl’s like me, it turned out he’s lost his memory. Can’t remember a thing. Not even who I am. 
 
       I flinch when his fingers clasp around my arm and he’s surprisingly strong for the state he’s in. He’s not a delicate man by any stretch of the imagination. He’s bulky and it must be pure genetics because he hasn’t set foot in a gym for weeks. His hair’s black, his beard black and those eyes of his remind me of a honey trap. 
 
       Once they find you, they catch you and they make you feel all sticky and sweet all over.  
 
       Squirming, I try to get him to loosen his grip but he’s adamant on not letting me slip. I bite my lip when his gaze shines with ownership and possession. It makes my skin feel too hot and itchy and I flick my hair away from my neck. John’s eyes flash with passion, his hand pulling me closer until I clear my throat and say in a flighty voice, 
 
       “You’ll have to let go now.” I yank my arm back when he refuses to cooperate. “I’m not who you think I am.” 
 
       “Wife,” he groans and he’s so exhausted that I fill with reluctant sympathy for him. “Stay with me...” He reaches for me again but I take a step back and he lets out a low curse. “Feels like am drifting...” 
 
       He feels rootless. 
 
       I know the feeling.  
 
       I take a deep breath and when he reaches for me again, I let him hold me. Relief floods his eyes, the corners of his mouth curving and it does something inconvenient to me. It gets the blood and the hormones going, my body turning so sensitive that every little thread in my garments feel like a chain. My knees shake when he takes my hand and lifts it to his mouth. His reflexes are too slow and the kiss sloppy but it still feels like we’re in bed, a late afternoon when the curtains are drawn and the only music in my ears is the sound of his heartbeat. 
 
       “Precious,” he groans and his eyes flutter. “Precious to me...” 
 
       “Getting all attached I see,” the doctor says who’s just walked into the room. “Well, I wouldn’t let him do that if I were you.” 
 
       Doing as I’m told, I worm out of John’s grip and he growls, low and dangerous and I’m worried what will happen when he regains his strength. His muscles tense like he’s planning on pouncing on the doc and I slowly shake my head, calmly warning him not to do that. 
 
       “When will his memory return?” I ask, trying not to sound nervous and I’m told it might take weeks or months. That’s good. Then I still have time. Scratching his head, doc asks, 
 
       “Any idea why he keeps insisting you’re his wife? Have you two met before?” 
 
       “Never,” I lie with blushing cheeks. 
 
       John lets out a hoarse chuckle. “Have met...she belongs to...,” he puts his hand on his heart to show what he means and my own heart pounds faster. Helplessly I shake my head at the doc and doc raises his brows and shrugs. I feel myself pale when doc tells the nurse to give John a certain kind of medication that’ll make him more clearheaded, something that’ll help with the slurring and the lethargy. 
 
       Great. That’s exactly what I need. For him to go all dark and dangerous again. 
 
       But to my relief John doesn’t want to take the pills when the nurse gives them to him. The relief dies just as fast when he points at me. “You...” 
 
       Flushing, I gasp, “He has no right to make any demands.” 
 
       The nurse shrugs and since she’s softhearted like most people around here, she mutters that maybe we can make an exception. Clenching my teeth, I take the plastic cup with water and quickly give the pills to John. I twitch when his lips touch my hand. He gives me a stern look as if what he really wanted was for me to feed them to him using my tongue. I blush at the thought, hoping he won’t notice my heightened temperature when I cup the back of his neck and help him drink. His Adam’s apple bobs, the veins on his arms straining, his skin turning a darker tone as if he’s blushing and I wonder what’s working him up so much when I notice just how close my cleavage is to his face. 
 
       I’m not wearing my conservative uniform, didn’t get a chance to put it on and John seems to more than enjoy the view. Inhaling, I quickly withdraw, putting the cup down and I make a move to leave but groan when John attempts to follow. He nearly falls off the bed and the nurse curses to herself. 
 
       “I don’t have time for this. Chrissy, I’m sorry but do you mind looking out for him for me? Just give him a quick cleaning and put on a band aid...,” Exasperated, she runs out of the room and the doctor has also gone. It’s just me and John now. 
 
       “Be nice,” I breathe and his eyes narrow. He watches my every move as I walk over to him. The air sparkles with electricity and I want to hyperventilate or open the windows or something, anything that’ll help me navigate this situation. Cleaning his arm up and rubbing on some alcohol, I say, “How come you’re bleeding? Don’t tell me you just yanked the needle right out?” 
 
       He nods and I groan. 
 
       “That’s dangerous.” I put on a band-aid. “You should care more about your well-being.” 
 
       “Want you to care,” he moans, making an attempt to sit up and my muscles go weak when he manages. He’s getting stronger. Oh no...He glances at me, his gaze slow and penetrating and I feel a throbbing between my legs. “Do you care about me, Autumn?” 
 
       “The name’s Chrissy,” I yap and he growls, 
 
       “Autumn. My winter, my spring, my summer, my fall. My woman, my life, my world...” his gaze darkens, “I dare you to deny it.” 
 
       “I deny it,” I whisper and he clenches his fists. “Take these, they’ll help you sleep...” The doctor left them in another plastic cup but John slams it out of my hand and the pills and cup roll across the floor. “That wasn’t very nice of you...” I trail off when John rises and inwardly I moan because why can’t he just be a good patient like everybody else? 
 
       I back off, trying to get him to make sense but give up when he drags himself into the hallway with a haunted and determined look on his face. I gasp when John uses a patient’s bed to steady himself but he’s too heavy and manages to shoot the bed across the floor and along with its patient it smack into the wall. 
 
       “He didn’t mean it,” I say with an excusatory smile at the middle-aged woman who starts barking at me. “He just forgot to take his meds.” Literally. I scowl at John who seems to have no care about the consequences of his actions and he keeps on stalking toward me. A gasp leaves my mouth when John grabs a pair of crutches that were leaning against the wall and he uses them to get ahead faster. 
 
       “He stole my crutches!” an old man yells and I groan. John better calm down and stop attracting so much attention. If he attracts all this attention, I will too. Frustrated with the crutches, John lets out a curse and throws them back on the floor right when a doctor’s running toward an emergency and he slips and slides across the floor like a snowboard. 
 
       “What the hell was that!” he jabbers and I run over to him. I help him up, brush him off but stop when John’s eyes darken. I immediately let go, backing and I gulp. I need to get away from him before he tears this whole hospital down. Throwing a glance over my shoulder, I figure out a way to escape him. 
 
       Turning, I run downstairs and race into the changing room. Breathing out, I nod to myself. He won’t dare enter here. There’s a sign outside that says Staff Only. That’s me. I’m staff. A candy striper. They’re not called volunteers in private hospitals like this one. 
 
       I change into the uniform I’m forced to wear and it makes me feel about as attractive as a worm. I’m not a real candy striper. I faked my way into the program and the hospital’s too busy to pay much attention. 
 
       I’m not here because of my huge passion for volunteer work. I’m here for...John. The mysterious man with amnesia... 
 
       Cursing, I wonder whether I should just run. Why am I even still here? 
 
       The smart thing would be to leave but there’s just something about John that makes it hard. 
 
       Struggling with the buttons on my uniform, I let out an agitated groan when my blood runs warm. There’s just something about that man. Something irresistible and feral and utterly tempting. I liked caring for him when he was in his coma and I like the way he looked at me when he woke up from it. 
 
       He’s consumed by me...because he thinks I’m his wife. 
 
       I bite my lip when I realize I wouldn’t have minded if it was true. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    John 
 
      
 
    Yanking the door open, I breathe out at the sight of Autumn. Gotcha! Her eyes flash at me in anger. Clutching her clothes to her chest, she cries, 
 
       “What are you doing in here? Can’t you read?” 
 
       “Hit my head pretty hard,” I groan and she purses her lips. “Can’t see anything but you.” 
 
       The scowl on her face softens, her hands shuddering and she looks around as if she just remembered that there’s nobody here. Just us. Walking over to her, I lean against the locker and the skin on her arms pebbles. She’s got goosebumps and I’m the one responsible. She refuses to look at me, keeping both her head and her eyes lowered. 
 
       “I’d like to get dressed in private,” she whispers and my fingers itch to touch her. I just want to touch her. Anywhere, wherever she’ll let me. I’d be satisfied with just touching her hair but there’s no denying I want more. My body’s crazy for her. All it wants to do is assert its right over hers and enjoy the privileges. Rubbing a hand over my mouth, I rasp, 
 
       “There’s no need for privacy in front of your husband. I’ve seen you naked plenty times.” 
 
       “No you haven’t,” she says as redness covers her face. 
 
       Her tendency to make me sound like a liar and her tendency to make me feel like one, aggravates me and I growl, “Then how come I know you have a heart shaped birthmark just under where your bra strap is.” 
 
       She hurries with putting her uniform on and she’s too delightful in that thing. She looks so damn fresh. Crisp white blouse, candy cane striped dress and rubber soled shoes. The looks of her tickle my palate and my junk that’s been comatose for weeks is acting like a fucking general ready to go to war and plunder between Autumn’s bare legs. 
 
       Autumn’s eyes flare, bringing me back to the present. “Maybe cause you’re a perv!” she yaps, her voice filled with degradation. “Thanks for letting me know you’ve been spying on me with binoculars!” Panting, she looks up at me and her chest heaves, her little fists clenched at her sides and I have a feeling she wants to pound one right in my jaw but her nurturing nature prevents her. 
 
       Frowning, I look down at her, trying to understand her offended emotions. “Why would a husband be spying on his wife?” I probe and Autumn helplessly shrugs, causing her auburn locks to dance and I catch the scent and tense. Cranberries. It disturbs me because why don’t I recognize the scent? I must’ve been close to her a thousand times. I should’ve remembered it just like I remember everything else. 
 
       My heart pounds at the sudden distress and I inhale. She must’ve changed her shampoo. Yeah that’s it, she probably switches it up all the time. 
 
       I clasp a hand around Autumn’s upper arm when she makes an attempt to move and I repeat, “Why would I be spying on you?” 
 
       “Let go of me,” she whispers and her lower lip trembles. I pull her in closer. 
 
       “Don’t you enjoy your husband’s touch? You should be all over me, wife, busy doing your marital duties.” I’ve just woken up from a coma. She should’ve been sneakily trying to take herself for a spin on my shaft in that hospital bed right now. Instead she seems like it’s the last thing on her mind and it makes me want to groan from the misery. 
 
       Gasping, she squirms. “I’ve already told you. I’m not your...” 
 
       Snarling, I cut her off by smashing her mouth against mine. She weeps, the shock dripping from her every pore but I groan, relishing in her and I turn us around so that I’m the one smashing my back against the locker and not her. Her hands are reluctant to go around my shoulders but her mouth isn’t giving up on me. It wants me. Bending and twisting however I want it and there’s hunger in her, same hunger that’s in me and my heart sings from the joy. This is the most beautiful moment of my life. 
 
       Then alarms start going off in the back of my head. This feels new. I don’t recognize the kiss or her lips. I would have remembered lips like hers, the way she kisses...fuck I know I would have remembered. The confusion makes me angry and she whimpers beneath my lips. I hold her to let her know I’ll never let her go, I squeeze her buttocks and moan sonnets over her sweet cheeks. 
 
       This is so damn good for my health, I already feel myself recovering. 
 
       All I need is her. She’s my little drug. The only prescription and treatment that can do what no other remedy can. I want to cry out to the ceiling when I feel her hand going lower, sneaking in between our bodies and hell yes, she’s going to stroke the part of my anatomy that needs her the most and I groan, 
 
       “That’s it, sweet cheeks. Be a good little wifey to your husband...you know how to work me...” 
 
       Abruptly cutting off the kiss, she pants and looks up at me with hooded and embarrassed eyes. Growling, I snarl, “Why’d you stop?” 
 
       “I don’t know how to work you, John.” She drags a nervous hand through her hair. “I don’t know anything about you.” 
 
       Lie. She has to know. She has to know why we don’t have kids yet. Frowning I figure it must be because she’s young. At thirty-one I’m more mature than her. Maybe I wanted to give her some time. 
 
       “This was a mistake...,” she breathes, “I shouldn’t have...” 
 
       “Where are you going?” I snarl when she moves toward the door. “I wasn’t done yet.” 
 
       “Stop thinking I’m yours!” she cries and she looks bewildered and lost. “How stubborn do you have to be? You must’ve hit your head real hard when you fell from that bridge!” 
 
       Tensing, I bore my eyes into her. “What bridge?” Stalking toward her, I corner her and her back presses against the door. “Are you the one who made the 911 call?” 
 
       I’ve been told an anonymous woman had made the call and Autumn’s eyes widen. “N...no,” she stutters, obviously scattered by my closeness and she turns the knob. The door opens and Autumn falls on her butt in the corridor. She scurries, pointing at me when nurse Hilma comes running. 
 
       “There he is. He should be in bed but he got lost that’s all...” Trailing off, she looks like she’s contemplating something. And it’s something that I don’t like. I want to curse the whole world when I feel my consciousness slowly leaving me and I get shoved into a wheelchair. 
 
       Autumn silently watches, her breaths ragged and she flinches when my fingers brush her arm as I get pushed down the hallway. “Chasing you would kill me...,” I groan, fearing she’ll run and I plead, “Please...have...mercy...” 
 
       Her jaw slacks and I grow rabid at the thought of her showing no mercy, being all self-seeking and panic goes to my head. Fuck, I can’t ever let her go... 
 
       And suddenly it feels like steam’s coming out of my ears and I can’t breathe. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Autumn 
 
      
 
    He ends up having a panic attack. It practically takes a whole village to hold him down. He doesn’t like being out of control, can’t stand the vulnerable state he’s in and he watches me with wild eyes. His hands reach for me, trying to grab me and they dig into my flesh. I choke on a groan as I help the male nurses to hold him down. When one of the male nurses, tries pushing an oxygen mask over John’s face, John grabs him by the collar and nearly chokes him out. 
 
       Fearing he’ll manage, I snatch the mask and put it over John’s face myself. He eases. Because he lets me do anything. His eyes flutter and he mutters something I can’t hear. One arm sneaks around my waist and he pulls me closer to the bed. The male nurses look on with disapproval but they know better than trying to interfere. I have a feeling that if any of them attempted to separate me from John, then John would probably try to burn this whole place down. 
 
       When his eyes roll back in his head and he passes out, I let out a breath of relief. He’s a handful. And I’m beat. Backing, I lean against the wall and it’s a miracle I don’t collapse. I probably look just as frazzled as I feel and I rub the back of my hand over my forehead. This whole day’s been chaotic and it isn’t even noon yet. Thank goodness he’s asleep for now. 
 
       Watching him through hooded eyes, I pay attention to the hysterical way his chest keeps rising and falling. Even when he’s not conscious he still has a tough time and I take a deep breath and put my hand over his heart. His features are strained as if he’s worried I won’t always be close and I wait for his breathing to return to a normal rhythm. Once I’m sure he’s okay, I leave. 
 
       For the rest of the day, I go on with my usual duties. I help the nurses, read to a couple of patients and then it’s time for me to clean up in the cafeteria before I go home. 
 
       “Watch out,” Hilma warns. “Your “husband’s” in there. Sulking.” Chuckling to herself, she waddles off and I squirm. John better not make a scene. There’s not a lot of patient’s in there but most of them sit in a group. Everyone except for John who sits on his own with his head bent and his arms in front of him. His fists are so clenched his veins bulge and I sneak over to him. 
 
       I’m just going to make my presence known and I put my hand on his shoulder. He flinches like I burned him, grabs my wrist and puts my hand to his mouth to give it a frantic kiss. His eyes shudder and he moans against my skin, or growls is more like it. 
 
       “Scratchy,” I whine when his beard prickles me and he lets go and looks up at me with gratitude in his eyes. 
 
       “They told me you’d left.” 
 
       “Got an hour more.” 
 
       “Sit down,” he pleads between his teeth. “I need company.” 
 
       “And I need to work,” I murmur. 
 
       John silences, making me feel guilty and I sit down on a chair opposite him. There’s a tray in front of him but he hasn’t touched anything. He really should eat. Rubbing my forehead, I sigh and his eyes roam over my face, lingering slightly down my body but quickly go to my eyes again. 
 
       “You look exhausted, sweet cheeks,” he mutters and I flay out with my hands, crying, 
 
       “Of course I’m exhausted. I’ve been running around, putting out your fires all day.” 
 
       He grunts. “I didn’t mean to be such a hassle. The thing earlier on...” 
 
       “The panic attack,” I clarify and he scowls at me. 
 
       “The post coma seizure,” he growls and I struggle not to burst into laughter because there’s no such thing. “Men don’t get panic attacks.” 
 
       “If you say so...,” I chew on my lower lip, hiding my amusement and he clears his throat, straightening his back and then he flexes. His muscles tense under the hospital gown and I find myself involuntarily squirming and I cross my legs. “What about it?” 
 
       “It wasn’t intentional. I just couldn’t handle the thought of you leaving me to my own.” He shifts in his seat and our knees touch. “But you’d never do anything like that, would you? You’d never be so cruel and heartless to a man who adores you.” 
 
       Goodness...And he doesn’t adore me. He just thinks he does. Once he regains his memory, his true feelings will return. And I’m guessing they’ll be...neutral at best. To be honest I’m completely baffled by his obsession with me. It doesn’t make any sense. How could I have reached his psyche this deeply when he doesn’t even know me? 
 
       He’s never even had a real conversation with me. Never touched me before. 
 
       I wonder if the kiss in the locker room took him off guard. There was surprise in his eyes when I pulled away. As if knowing what I’m thinking about, he drifts his gaze down to my mouth. I’m speculating whether he’ll kiss me again and my heart speeds up, doing a little dance in my chest and I fidget. I flick my hair over my shoulder when I notice John staring at my hand. 
 
       Is something wrong...? 
 
       Judging by the look in his eyes it is and I whisper, “What’s wrong?” 
 
       A muscle ticks in his jaw. “Your ring. Where is it? Did you take it off?” His gaze darkens. “Took it off because of some other man?” Territorial fury floods his face and with a hiss, he rises and slams his fist on the table. A patient gets so scared he tries to run despite his broken leg and my face heats. 
 
       Reaching forward, I grab John by his hospital gown. “Sit down!” I yap, silently. “You can’t keep on drawing this much attention and no I don’t have another man. I don’t have a ring because I’m not married!” 
 
       “Lies,” he whispers, eyes darting. “I married you the moment I saw you. You’ve always been mine.” He bores his eyes into my own, ignoring me when I shake my head. He doesn’t want to hear it. He’s immune to any protests. 
 
       And thing is... 
 
       I wasn’t his. 
 
       But now...I think I am. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    John 
 
      
 
    I slowly sit down, trying to ease. I might’ve overreacted. But I lose it at the slightest hint of a threat. I’m in a vulnerable state and I know I’m lashing out in all directions but fuck, I can’t help it. Autumn’s too valuable for me. The thought of losing her makes me gasp for air, makes my chest hurt and I don’t know what I’d do without her. 
 
       Her cautious eyes roam over my frame, lingering somewhat around my shoulders and she flushes as if the size is appealing to her. It should make me feel flattered but instead I’m vexed. She should be used to me but instead she acts like I’m an overbearing stranger. 
 
       What if I am? 
 
       I squirm. Fuck no, that can’t be true, can’t be...my fists clench and I take a deep breath. I drag a hand through my hair, trying to come up with evidence of how good I know her. I know she loves street musicians because whenever they play, she stops to clap her hands and always throws them a coin. I know she wears thick flannel pajamas when she goes to bed and I know she used to work at a veterinary clinic. 
 
       My head spins from the memories. Something isn’t right. Why is she working here all of the sudden and there’s no way I’d let her come to bed in anything other than her birthday suit if I was her husband. 
 
       Shit! What if she’s right? 
 
       “You’re mine,” I growl and her eyes flare, her mouth opening in a pant. “If you weren’t mine then how come I know you love these?” I take up the package of salty crackers on my tray and throw them to her. As expected she catches them with her left hand. “I knew you’d catch it with your left.” 
 
       “You’ve seen me use my left hand all day,” she fidgets and I flex my jaw. 
 
       “You use your hands interchangeably. Only a husband would know little details like that.” 
 
       Autumn mutters something incoherent and bites into the crackers. She takes little nibbles, watching me like I’m too unpredictable for her. “Where do we live?” I ask and I can’t wait to take her to our bed. I’m sick of this hospital. I want to be alone somewhere with Autumn and not in a place where she runs around in that good enough to eat outfit that catches the eye of every male. 
 
       She doesn’t reply, just silently shakes her head. 
 
       “As soon as I’m better, you and I are leaving. We’re going home.” 
 
       Rolling her eyes, Autumn mutters to herself and drops her crackers. Wrapping her arms around her, she peers at me beneath her lashes. I could drown in her eyes. That bright color is so damn beautiful. I must have the most exquisite wife in the neighborhood, better yet the whole world. What she sees in a man like me is beyond my understanding but she does respond to me. 
 
       She melts when I touch her and pants when I kiss her as if she feels the electricity just as much as I do. Blinking, I lean forward and rasp. “Autumn there’s a question I need answered and I need you to answer it honestly.” 
 
       Gulping, she whispers, “Yes?” 
 
       “Why don’t you and I have kids? It must’ve been the only thing on my mind ever since we met. How come I haven’t knocked you up?” 
 
       Red in the face, she rasps, “You already know the answer.” 
 
       “Stop lying,” I grit. 
 
       “I’m not lying!” she cries. 
 
       Dammit! 
 
       “If I’m not your husband then what am I?” I growl. “How come I recognized you, how come I know all these things about you? How come I remember you and not anything else?” 
 
       She refuses to answer, deciding to keep hiding things for me which means she and I definitely have history together. Frustration boils in me and it increases when Autumn glances on the plastic clock on the wall. 
 
       “My shift’s over,” she murmurs and I reach over the table and grab her hand. 
 
       “I won’t let you leave. Sleep at the hospital. Take my bed, I’ll take the chair.” 
 
       Shaking her head, she replies, “I’ll be here in the morning.” 
 
       “Promise,” I snarl. 
 
       “I promise!” she pants and her big eyes are honest and eyes never lie. I decide to believe her but every cell in my body is against her leaving. How am I supposed to survive a whole night without her? They may as well put me in a torture chamber. Where the fuck are those pills I was given earlier? I could use some more, preferably a whole bucket. 
 
       With my hand on her arm, I pull her closer until kissing her lush lips would be easy. “Let me put a baby in you before you leave,” I rasp and she lets out a shocked cry. “I know I’m not in my best shape but I think I’ll manage.” 
 
       “John!” she yaps, retrieving her arm and she pouts at me. “I am not letting you put a b...baby in me.” Ignoring my request, she gets up. “I’ll take you to bed. It’s obvious you need to rest.” 
 
       She nods her head for me to follow and since I don’t want to lose sight of her, I do as she asks. She walks in front of me down the hallway while I keep breathing down her neck and the staff and patients give us strange glances. I want to shield Autumn from them. Wrap my body around her like a bullet proof vest and protect her from anything that comes anywhere near her. 
 
       Once in my room, she pulls the covers to the side and helps me get comfortable. I hate this but I endure because at least she’s touching me. Puffing up my pillow, she looks down at me and her eyes soften. 
 
       “Is it good like this?” 
 
       No. 
 
       I want her on top of me or under me. I want to know what her voice sounds like when I wake her up in the middle of the night for some baby making. I want to know what her skin smells like in the small hours after dawn and I want to know how hard her heart beats right after she comes. I want to count the beats and when she turns to leave, I clasp her wrist. 
 
       Her brows curve over her eyes before rising when I start tugging at my collar. “Rub my chest before you leave,” I plead. Her jaw slacks so I add, “Do you want me fall asleep or not?” 
 
       Her hands fly to my chest and like a little massage therapist she starts rubbing. There are tattoos all over my torso and down my arms. Ink that I don’t know what the fuck it means but it looks like runes and Autumn twirls her fingers over one of them. I ease, my heart slowing down under her palms and she bites her lip. My eyes flutter. This feels good. When I let out a moan, she tenses but I urge her to carry on. Sliding her hands in circular motions over my pecs, she looks down at me and I think she wants something. 
 
       “I want to kiss you goodbye, John,” she whispers. “Can I?” 
 
       Swallowing, I nod and she presses her lips on top of mine. They’re warm and generous and I raise my head to suction more of her and I want her deep in my lungs and dancing in my veins. She pulls away too soon, running out of the room and the torture begins. 
 
       One night without her. 
 
       Surgery without anesthesia would’ve been preferable. 
 
       Help...fucking help me to last... 
 
       Help... 
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    Autumn 
 
      
 
    It’s a fresh and crisp morning when I return to the hospital. After changing into my uniform, I stop in my tracks in shock when I run into Hilma. She looks like she’s aged ten years over night and she pants, 
 
       “I know what you’re thinking. That “husband” of yours will be the death of me. He’s been giving all of us a run for our money the whole night.” 
 
       White in the face, I whisper, “What did he do?” 
 
       “Turned this respectable hospital into a damn zoo. He had a second panic attack and nearly gave two of the male nurses a concussion when they tried calming him down. Then he ran amok and broke into one of the storage rooms and stole a scalpel. He was trying to carve Autumn on his forearm before security stopped him.” 
 
       “Oh no...,” I pant and my chest swirls from the discomfort, “I’m sorry, Hilma.” 
 
       “Aint your fault, Chrissy,” she comforts, putting a hand on my shoulder and I nod. 
 
       I blame the meds and the coma for John’s irrational behavior. The John I know...well, the John I witnessed was calm, cool and collected. He didn’t seem like they type who’d had a single heated emotion in his life. Now, he’s nothing but heat and I pinch my lips. What am I going to do with him? 
 
       Leaning against the wall, Hilma tiredly sighs. “He’s finally calmed down but you better pay him a visit before he tries setting himself on fire or something.” 
 
       I want nothing more than to see him again and Hilma gets a curious glimmer in her eyes but she doesn’t say anything. Just nudges me toward the day room. I find John sitting in his wheel chair by the windows with an oxygen mask over his face. His eyes are hooded as if he’s tired from last night’s shenanigans but his fists are clenched as if there’s still some fight in him. 
 
       He jerks when he notices me, eyes flooding with a relief that almost makes me teary. Tearing the mask off, he throws it to the side and it knocks over a cup with apple juice. With a passionate hiss he rises brutally out of his chair and it rolls backward, the wheel ramming over the foot of a man who’s sitting on a couch and watching TV. 
 
       “Ouww...! Watch what the hell you’re doing!” the man growls but John pays no attention to him. 
 
       He’s seen me now. And he can’t see anything else. 
 
       His chest heaves from his ragged breaths and he looks authoritative even in his hospital gown. And potent. So much potency in him he’d put a sperm whale to shame. Licking my lips, I walk over to him and he snatches me even before I’m close enough. 
 
       “Finally,” he growls and his eyes narrow. “You pretty, little witch...do you have any idea what your absence’s been doing to me?” 
 
       “Don’t call me a witch!” I cry silently. 
 
       “What else should I call you when you leave me that easily?” 
 
       Looking into his eyes, I whisper. “It wasn’t easy.” My gaze goes to his forearm and I pale at the sight of the furious A that he managed to mark his skin with. Rolling my eyes, I groan, “You’re such a whacko.” 
 
       His eyes flash with defiance. “You say that but you should know my first instinct was to carve your name on my forehead.” 
 
       “Geez...,” I pant. “What drugs did they give you?” 
 
       A look of pride colors his face. “Didn’t take any. Bit their hands when they tried feeding them to me.” 
 
       Groaning, I rub my neck. Seems like I got here just in time. “You need some fresh air. Maybe that’ll help you think clearly.” 
 
       “My thinking’s just fine,” John snarls but that’s debatable. I insist that he takes the wheelchair with him. At first he refuses, wanting to look strong in front of me but I’m too scared he’ll collapse and I threaten with taking another patient for a walk instead of him if he declines. That gets him to agree. And he growls when I spread a blanket over his legs but he doesn’t rip it apart between his teeth like I thought he would. 
 
       At least that’s something. 
 
       Pushing the wheelchair down the hallway, I stop to greet a colleague of mine. He’s a volunteer too and about my age. Opening my mouth to chit chat, I tense when John barks, 
 
       “Move along, you fucking fetus. She belongs to me.” 
 
       Mortified, I scold him after my colleague runs off. “John! You can’t talk like that to people.” 
 
       “He got all excited when he saw you. Could see the little dork in his pants getting all eager. He wants you.” 
 
       Baffled, I groan, “No, he doesn’t. You’re just irrational.” 
 
       “Don’t hold it against me,” he sulks. “I have nothing. All I have is the memory of you to cling to.” 
 
       Wow, that’s true. And he does have it rough. “You’re right,” I whisper. “You need so much support and care right now. I won’t scold you anymore.” 
 
       His eyes wickedly flash and he nods as if pleased. I push him farther and his hair shines like ink under the ceiling lights. Unable to help myself, I thread my fingers through it and John lets out a groan, leaning his head back. The sound makes my whole body jitter and I quickly withdraw my hand. 
 
       Once in the park, I push him around but he starts sulking, muttering something about feeling emasculated. He’s being silly. Considering the hard time he’s given everyone, he can’t be that feeble. Nope, there’s a ton of fight in him and I drag a shaky breath. 
 
       This is my last day with him. After my shift, I’m leaving town. 
 
       I’ve already packed all my stuff from the studio apartment I’ve been renting. Once John’s fallen asleep, I’ll be out of here. Glancing at John, I moan inwardly when my heart squeezes. But I can’t stay. 
 
       It was thoughtless of me to stay to begin with, but it was a different story when he was in a coma. Now that he’s awake...now that his memory may return anytime it’s a whole other thing. Holding down a sigh, I park the wheelchair by the pond and sit on a bench. The ducks in the pond swim around while quack quacking and it’s a pretty, soothing scene. 
 
       This should be relaxing but John’s not getting the memo. He’s tight as a fist. Trying to get him to ease, I rummage around in a paper bag I brought with. “Here,” I murmur, handing him a piece of bread. “You can feed them if you want.” 
 
       Shrugging, he throws the bread like it’s a dart into the pond and hits a duck in the head. It quacks in outrage, flapping its wings and I exhale patiently. John really needs to get control of those reflexes. 
 
       “Maybe we should save if for some other time,” I mutter, putting the paper bag away and turn my attention to John again. Crossing my legs, I say, “John when you were in your coma did you...you know, hear me?” 
 
       “All the time,” he rasps, “you spoke to me all the time.” His shoulders shudder but he brushes my hands off when I try covering him with the blanket. Guess, he wasn’t cold then. I raise my brows when he reaches for my hand and moves me to standing. 
 
       “What are you doing?” I ask and he pulls me to his chest, causing me to fall over his lap. 
 
       “Cuddling you,” he groans, before a grin crosses his face and it’s divine. I love his smile. “If you’ll let me?” 
 
       Breathlessly, I nod and all of the sudden I don’t want to be anywhere else. How can I breathe without this man? Whimpering, I slide my hands over his shoulders and his eyes roll back in his head. He’s peaceful, finally. 
 
       He cups my neck. “Your voice when I was in the coma was what kept me going. I kept hearing it, reaching for it, never thinking I’d leave the dark. But then you whispered that you needed your husband to wake up. And I did.” His eyes soften. “For you.” 
 
       Gulping, I wonder whether I should tell him I never said that. He must’ve imagined it. I spoke to him that’s true, sang to him sometimes but I never called him husband. 
 
       Wow, the subconscious truly is something else. Strong enough to warp memories and create something entirely new. 
 
       “I want you to join me this afternoon,” he rasps and I frown. His hand slides along the side of my throat and he adds, “I’m seeing the shrink. He’s going to help me recover my memories.” 
 
       Tensing, I stare at him. 
 
       “Oh...that’s g...great...” 
 
       John nods. “I want you in that room when I remember you fully. I want your face to be what I see when it all comes back to me.” He holds me closer. “I’m going to need you, Autumn...” he rubs his lips along my cheek, “bad.” 
 
       “Yes, John...,” I whisper while my heart pounds in my chest. “I’ll be there.” 
 
       I’m just praying he won’t remember. 
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    John 
 
      
 
    Stroking a hand down Autumn’s hair, I deeply look into her eyes until she squirms and lowers her gaze. 
 
       “What’s that look?” she whispers and I put my hand under her dress until I can feel her soft thigh. “What does it mean?” 
 
       “You know what it means,” I groan and she starts protesting. “Nobody will notice. We’ll be careful.” 
 
       “They can tell I’m sitting in your lap,” she breathes, “and we can’t do it in a wheelchair.” 
 
       Fuck yeah, we can. And we’re doing it. 
 
       I’m going to coax her into it if I have to and I give her a soft kiss to make her relax. I wait for that low moan and for her limbs to wrap around me and I make sure that any part of her that might be showing is covered by the blanket and then I go at it. The kiss turns deeper and deeper until Autumn gasps from the sudden violence and her eyes flare. 
 
       Ignoring her, I twirl my fingers around her tresses and kiss her cheeks, her throat until I find my way to her cleavage and her skin’s running hot. She’s like a fucking little hot water bottle. Can barely feel the breeze in the wind and I need that bouncy body of hers so damn much. 
 
       At least she’s not innocent. At least I won’t have to be careful and take my time and she gasps when I pull up my clothes and she stares at my jutting shaft. You’d think she’d never seen it before because she clasps a hand over her mouth and gawks. 
 
       “Oh John...,” she pants, “I’m so sorry...” 
 
       Brows curving, I grunt. “For what?” 
 
       “For t...that.” She gasps again. “It must be so difficult carrying t...that around at all times.” 
 
       Cock. That’s what it’s called. Why won’t she say it? 
 
       Funny, little wife of mine. Acting all coy but its turning me on and I hurry to get to her slit. My eyes roll back in my head at the sight of it and I need that fucking oxygen mask again. I can barely breathe from having her thick legs wrapped around me, her soft belly cushioning me and that heat of hers...it stings with its sweet spiciness. 
 
       Taking her hand, I use it to clasp me around the base and she pants. And her grip is way too soft, her nails clean and short and polished and she drives me wild with her primness. I groan when she slowly rubs my bulge and I sneer when I realize she’s playing with it. Toying. Fuck, she does a good job of keeping up the act and her jaw drops when the tip turns shiny. 
 
       “Enough teasing,” I growl. “Take it. Now.” 
 
       I know I’m acting like a bastard but I can’t help it and when she slowly shakes her head in helplessness, I grab her hips and put her where I want her myself. She cries out in surprise, burying the sound against my shoulder. Hell, what’s this...She was ready, warm and welcoming which is why her reaction makes no sense. 
 
       “Tight as unicorn bait...if I didn’t know any better I’d think this is your first time.” 
 
       Looking up at me, her face turns distressed. “It is, John. It’s my first time.” 
 
       Can’t be...what the...fuck, what is going on here... 
 
       My face distorts from the confusion and Autumn lets out a cry, joining our lips together to pacify me and it works. I forget all about her inexperience and toss my head back and groan. She feels so damn good and her choked moans mix with the sound of the rustling leaves and the sound of the pond. 
 
       Her pussy’s blushing over my cock, eager and voracious and she pumps her hips against me, recklessly and innocently and she growls my name when she comes the first time. Her lush body shudders from the small tremors and she looks at me in surprise as if she can’t believe I’m the one responsible. 
 
       “Keep going...,” I snarl and her eyes flare, “you’re not done yet.” 
 
       “Please...,” she begs even if she doesn’t know what she’s pleading for and she picks up a quicker rhythm and gasps in shock when my head bobs. “John, please don’t faint!” she cries silently but I can’t guarantee anything and she clasps my face in her hands, her mouth turning wet and red and the moans she makes are killing me so fucking softly I can’t feel my muscles anymore. 
 
       Her legs are spread wide over my lap and I rip up the top of her dress, to get to her tits and I jealously snarl while kissing them. They’re mine and if anyone gets a peek, I’ll kill them. This is our mating. 
 
       And we kill whoever witnesses a mating. 
 
       Frowning and not knowing where that thought came from, I brush it off and focus on Autumn’s pleasure filled face. Her eyes are hooded, her cheeks bright red and that gaze of hers is glassy as if she sees everything in a haze. Sucking on her tongue, I groan. She’s a hot piece of fresh kitty and I slake all my pent-up lust on her, unable to hold back any longer and I shove at her with my hips. 
 
       She pants and tugs at my collar and begins licking my tattoos in a frenzy. “Such a big beast...,” she moans, “stretching me so much...” She blushes furiously as if she can’t believe that came out of her mouth and she lets out a sob from the embarrassment but I’m already busy growling from satisfaction.  
 
       Hearing her call me a big beast... 
 
       Kinder words have never been spoken. 
 
       And I look down at her glistening slit and she’s so tight she spasms like fireworks and when I flick her nerve filled cherry, she erupts like a fucking carnival girl. 
 
       Fisting my clothes, she shouts my name into my throat and I groan, quick to follow her and we chase each other to the edge and jump. 
 
       Panting, I take her face and give her a warm kiss. “You have no idea how much you’ve pleased me. Did I do the same?” 
 
       Her eyes sparkle and she kisses my chest, giving a little nod and my heart jumps in my chest. 
 
       I love this little candy striper. 
 
       I love her. 
 
       It pains me to think this, but I love her...even though she may not be my wife. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Autumn’s embarrassed about what happened. She thinks someone might’ve seen her slaking her lust on the crazy patient. This must be tough on her. Being seen with me that is; the prim and proper little candy striper with the not so proper guy with amnesia. 
 
       She breathes and lowers her gaze whenever someone looks at us and hesitates once we’re outside the shrink’s office. The shrink thinks she could be a distraction but I insist on her being there, otherwise I won’t do it. She relaxes me immensely. Without her there’s mayhem and with her there’s haven. And to a man like me a harbor, a place where I can anchor myself means everything. 
 
       I’m aware of what I’ve done. I know I’ve anchored myself to Autumn without asking for her permission and I know it must be hard for her to navigate me when I’m like this. From what she’s told me, I wasn’t like this before. I was some kind of a smooth operator but now I’m an Autumn operator. 
 
       The only thing I work is her. 
 
       “You need to lie down on the couch,” Autumn whispers when I don’t respond to the shrink’s request. I don’t do it on purpose. I just don’t pay any attention to anything other than her when she’s around. “Go ahead,” she nods. “Do it.” 
 
       Lying down, I put my head on the armrest and the shrink takes a seat. Autumn remains in the corner and she seems worried about something. Wrapping her arms around her, she glances at the closed door and I tense. 
 
       She wouldn’t leave. Not after the connection we just shared. Not when I’ve given her everything I had and she could already be pregnant. She stays and I ease. Good, this is what I want. I make myself more comfortable and the shrink starts purring things in shrink language. 
 
       Whatever he’s saying, it’s working because I enter some kind of trance. 
 
       He asks me questions, probing into my past and everything’s blurry except for Autumn. She couldn’t be any clearer. It’s like I’m watching her through a magnifying glass. She’s walking down the street and I’m right behind her. Autumn seems on edge about something and she throws a glance over her shoulder but she doesn’t lock eyes with me. 
 
       Why doesn’t she lock eyes with me? It’s as if she doesn’t see me and yet I’m right there. Maybe she doesn’t know me... 
 
       Frowning, I feel my body harden. What the fuck? 
 
       There must be something wrong with the memory and it dissipates and gets replaced with another one. This one makes even less sense. I’m in someone’s office but I can’t see the person’s face. The door opens and Autumn walks in, gasping when our eyes lock. 
 
       I run hot, thrills raking down my spine at the sight of her but then she lets out a low cry and runs out. I frown, wondering why she was so scared and then I look down at my hand... 
 
       And my hand is squeezing a thick throat. 
 
       I’m done with this bullshit memory retrieval but the shrink isn’t and another memory pops. It’s raining, the streets are flooded and I’m running...no, I’m chasing something, a figure in front of me, wearing a hoodie over their head. 
 
       Fuck, it’s them that I’m chasing. 
 
       Emotions burn in me. There’s a need to protect and shelter whoever it is that I’m tracking. And the need is so strong that I can’t feel anything else. I have only one purpose. To catch my prey and I flood with panic when the prey runs over a scraggly bridge that doesn’t look secure. 
 
       Over the rain and the storm, I hear myself call, “Wait! I care about you. I just want to talk.” 
 
       The longing in my voice is unmistakable and the prey turns around, her face shining white in the dark. Autumn. Racing over the bridge, I try catching her but she’s already on the other side. And I’m midway when I feel the wood break under my boots and I fall. 
 
       There’s a ravine beneath and I reach out with my arm, roaring, “Autuuumn...” 
 
       “Autumn!” I bellow, my eyes flaring open. “Autumn! Autumn!” 
 
       It takes me a while to realize I’m screaming in the office and I drag a breath, rising. The shrink looks like he just wet his pants and Autumn’s cowering in the corner. She’s staring at me like I’m out of my mind and I look down. I’ve clawed at my chest, left stripes of red behind and Autumn whimpers when I walk over to her. 
 
       I corner her, feeling her heart frantically beat when our chests brush and she’s staring up at me like she doesn’t know who the hell she’s gotten herself entangled with. Cupping her face I growl, “Why was I chasing you?” 
 
       And why the fuck was she running like she was scared of me? 
 
       Shaking her head, she moans that she has no idea. 
 
       “Autumn,” I warn, rubbing my thumb over the pulse on her throat. “Tell me the truth.” 
 
       “I was running because I thought you could be dangerous and I must be crazy for getting this attached,” she whispers, glancing at the shrink and I don’t like her looking at him. I don’t like her looking at any man. It drives me wild with jealousy and it gets worse when the shrink declares he’s going to call security. 
 
       Why the fuck would we need security? Because he thinks I’m a threat to Autumn? 
 
       It’s the opposite. I’m not dangerous. Not to Autumn. Ever. 
 
       “Don’t!” Autumn gasps, and she wraps her hands around my upper arm. “He’s fine. I’m fine. We’re both fine.” Gulping, she adds, “We’re gonna go now. Thank you so much for your services.” 
 
       With a yap she pushes me out into the hallway and drags a deep breath. Looking exhausted, she slumps against my chest and wraps her arms around me. “You’re a mad man,” she whispers, rubbing her face against me and my body goes numb from the brutal wave of lust. “But you’re my mad man.” 
 
       I bury my face in her hair. The softness tickles my nose and I inhale her. She’s everything that’s good and decent in this world and I’m not letting go of that. 
 
       When she murmurs something, I ask, “What did you say?” 
 
       “Nothing,” she whispers but in my ears it sounded like I’m going to miss you. 
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    Walking down the hallway with John, I glance up at him and I can only imagine what I must look like. Probably lovesick and starry eyed and I clutch his hand harder. When he screamed my name the way he did in the shrink’s office, I almost passed out. 
 
       His emotions for me run deep which means I’m nestled. Entangled. Once as a child, I accidentally fell into cold, dark waters and I still remember the way the seagrass curled around my legs, holding onto me as if it didn’t plan on letting go. At first I panicked but then it began feeling soothing. Soft. And I missed the dark depth once at the surface again. 
 
       That’s how I feel about John. 
 
       Leaving him will probably be the hardest thing I’ve ever done. And John...he’ll see it as a betrayal. A huge sign of disloyalty and maybe he won’t ever forgive me. Maybe, I won’t even forgive myself. We have something real that’s beyond his delusion about me being his wife. We have something worth fighting for but I’m not a fighter. I’m a girl who’s not even supposed to be here and John...well, I have no idea who he is but I’m suspecting it’s not something good. 
 
       Those tattoos of his are menacing to say the least. 
 
       You don’t get that kind of ink as a first class citizen. 
 
       My heart clenches at the thought of John being in some kind of trouble and I swallow, nudging closer to John when I in my periphery see a large and brutal looking figure, rising from a chair. He’s got his shoulder in a casket and his eyes flash at the sight of John. I don’t like him. Don’t like the way he looks or the way he looks at John. 
 
       The man scares me and my pulse races when he shouts, 
 
       “Jair!” 
 
       John doesn’t notice and the hallway’s crowded. I flood with anxiety and urge John to go left, murmuring that I want to show him something. My little trick works because John follows and I throw a stressed look over my shoulder. The stranger isn’t coming after us so that’s good. Frowning, I take a deep breath and shrug myself but I keep getting these pesky thoughts in the back of my head. 
 
       Jair? Is that John’s real name? If so then how come he knows someone like that stranger? The stranger was wearing a coat, similar to the one John wore when he fell into that ravine. And they’re both tall and brutal looking, almost like they’re part of a gang. That would explain the tattoos. 
 
       Oh heck...I don’t like this at all. I don’t want John to be some gangbanger. That lifestyle’s dangerous and maybe this whole amnesia thing is a blessing. What if John was forced into that life and was quietly begging for a way out? Convinced that that’s the case, I decide that John is so much safer incognito at this hospital and I intend to do everything I can to keep John away from that stranger. 
 
       They’re not crossing paths. Not on my watch. 
 
       “What is that you wanted to show me?” John rasps, bringing me back to the present and I twitch. 
 
       “Oh um...,” I think frantically, “over here.” We end up over at the nursery and I can’t help but smile at all the swaddled munchkins. “I come here sometimes,” I confess. “After a long day and they always manage to put a smile on my face.” 
 
       Putting my hands under my chin, I whisper, “Aren’t they adorable?” 
 
       John grunts. “They look like loafs of bread wrapped up in blankets. Or tiny old men and women.” 
 
       Scowling, I swat his arm. “You love them, admit it?” 
 
       He shrugs. “Not really.” Then he turns serious and his voice lowers a couple of octaves. “But I’ll love our babe when you bring them into this world.” He lets out a low moan. “I can’t wait to be a father.” 
 
      I tense a little, because I’ll never have his baby. We won’t be sleeping with each other again. What we did in the park was a one time thing.  
 
       John insists that we sneak off but I lie and say I have to go home. It’s already late, I’ve overstayed my shift by hours and its dark out. John’s reluctant but I maintain that he needs to get his rest. 
 
       His fists clench as if he’s had enough of resting but I refuse to budge. 
 
       “You’ll be here first thing in the morning,” he grits between his teeth as he gets into bed. I nod and he warns, “I’ll have you against the wall as soon as you cross the threshold. And I want no protests.” 
 
       Gulping, I nod again and pull the covers over his big body. He watches me with narrow eyes, almost as if he can tell what I’m about to do but he doesn’t say anything. Maybe I’m giving John too much credit and myself too little. Maybe I actually will be able to pull this off. 
 
       “I’ll chase you until the edge of the world,” John rasps, laying his head down on the pillow. “You’ll never get away from me.” 
 
       “Okay John,” I whisper and my eyes flutter when he pulls at his clothes. 
 
       “Rub my chest.” 
 
       Pinching my lip, I sit down on the edge of the bed and start rubbing just like I did previous night. This time though, he doesn’t fall asleep as easily. His lids flutter but he just won’t give in. Inwardly I sigh but I keep on stroking until his muscles relax. When I’ve been petting him for ten minutes and he’s still awake, I give up and reach for a cup of water and some sleeping pills that I stole. 
 
       “Take these,” I murmur, “they’ll help you sleep.” It’s the correct dosage because it’s what I’ve seen the doc give John so it’s not like there’s a risk for any side effects. To my surprise, John agrees, accepts the pills and drinks the water. 
 
       His eyes bore into mine, tracing my face as if he somehow deep down knows this is our last time together. I choke on the sadness, wanting nothing more than press my lips against his but if I do, I won’t be able to pull away. How do you pull away from a man like him? There’s so much hunger in him that I know I’ll be aching for years and years. Sliding my hand down his cheek, I grit my teeth to stop myself from sobbing and when he closes his eyes and starts breathing evenly, I run out of the room. 
 
       Halfway down the hallway, I stop, leaning over and rest my hands on my knees. 
 
       I can’t do this. 
 
       Yes, you can, Autumn. You have to. 
 
       With a heart that’s tearing into pieces, I raise my head and then I keep on walking. 
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    Its windy and drizzling when I step outside the hospital. Wrapping my short jacket tighter around me, I hurry down the steps and pick up the speed when the hair on my neck stands. Throwing a look over my shoulder, I expect someone to be after me but there’s nobody there. Running across the parking lot, I flinch when I slip on a puddle and fall. 
 
       Ouch...that hurt. Looking at my palms, I groan. Great, as if this night couldn’t get any worse I had to scratch myself too. Brushing myself off, I get up and run over to my car. Those prickles start going at me again, chills raking down my spine and I fumble with fishing my car keys out of my purse. I flood with relief when I hear the clicky sound and my car door opens. 
 
       Getting in, I shudder at the cold inside and I’m about to start the engine when I slump. I should’ve at least taken a photo of him, taken some kind of memorabilia so that I won’t ever forget him. He’ll never forget me, that I do know. He’s got an A carved of his arm for crying out loud and I bury my face in my hands and let out a weak sob. 
 
       I allow myself to mourn for a short moment before shrugging. 
 
       Okay, need to control myself now. 
 
       Rubbing my nose with my sleeve, I look up and start the car. The lights turn on and I glance over my shoulder to back out of the parking spot. Once I’ve done that, I turn around again and freeze at the figure blocking the way. 
 
       There’s John. 
 
       Pale and gaunt in his hospital gown, fists clenched and a maddened look in his eyes. 
 
       Oh shit... 
 
       I turn the wheel around when he with a snarl throws himself at the hood and I hit the breaks in panic, causing him to roll off and he falls on the ground. Choking on a frantic scream, I’m about to get out but John’s already opened the door and crawls inside.  
 
       “The fuck are you doing?” he growls in a guttural voice, greedily grabbing my thighs to help himself up. 
 
       “What are you doing?” I cry. “You could’ve killed yourself. Throwing yourself over hoods when you’re half-dead already!” He grunts, using my body as a crutch while I shudder and I add, “What happened with the sleeping p...pills.” 
 
       “Spat them out.” He grabs me, sits down on my seat and puts me in his lap before clasping my face. “I knew you were up to something, you little witch.” He rubs his thumb over my mouth. “Explanation. Now.” 
 
       I shake my head. “Nah-ah, you’re going right back into that hospital bed. I am so not dealing with this...!” 
 
       “Autumn,” he warns and I twitch. “I’m a very sick man as you can see. I need you to do as I say, now tell me everything.” 
 
       I cross my arms. “You wouldn’t have been so sick if you’d actually stick to the treatment,” I pout but trail off. “Fine, I’ll tell you. Guess I don’t have a choice.” John gives a curt nod and I sigh, “I used to work as an assistant for this veterinarian. Everything was great at first but then I began suspecting that he was up to some shady business.” 
 
       “What shady business?” 
 
      “I think he was smuggling meds meant for animals to humans. Supplies would mysteriously disappear, freaky people would come in and speak to him. Scary people would come too.” I glance at John and gulp. “Like you.” 
 
       “Me?” John frowns. 
 
       “I walked in on you one day. You had your hand around his throat. You were threatening him, warned him that he needed to stop selling...and then you locked eyes with me.” I swallow again. “You squeezed harder around his throat and then you said and I quote, “why the fuck does a doll like that work for an asshole like you?” 
 
       Licking my lips I add, “Something about the way you spoke and the way you acted scared me and I realized I was dealing with something way out of my comfort zone. And so I ran, I unofficially quit and laid low for a couple of days. I then decided to try leaving the state but you caught me. I guess you’d been keeping an eye on me the whole time.” 
 
       “Caught you?” 
 
       I squirm. “Or tried to. That’s when you fell from the bridge.” 
 
       John frowns. “How come you’re here? Why didn’t you keep running if you were so scared?” 
 
       “Before you fell, you called for me and...your voice was so warm and you yelled that you cared about me. And I believed you, you know?” I gulp. “I took the job as a volunteer when I found out you were in a blackout. And nobody came around looking for you and... I know it’s weird but you just weren’t as scary when you were um...comatose” 
 
       Licking my lips, I add, “And like I said, you’d claimed to care about me.” I lower my gaze. “Nobody’s ever said that to me before.” 
 
       He strokes my face. “What’s my name? What’s my job?” John asks but I helplessly shrug. 
 
       “I don’t know.” I peer at him. “I wish I did. I wish I could help you. But I’m as lost as you are.” 
 
       “That vet must know.” 
 
       My eyes flare. “I’m not contacting him!” 
 
       “No, you’re not. But I will.” 
 
       “John, no!” I cry. “Oh, I knew I shouldn’t have said anything. Now you could get into trouble...” 
 
       “I’m already in trouble, sweet cheeks. My dick’s about to explode and we need to do something about it.” He rubs my lips. “Any suggestions?” 
 
       Flushing, I squirm on the seat until I’m able to take out his shaft and put my mouth on it. John immediately groans, his body easing and he strokes my head. He’s too big for me to be delicate about this and I make a mess, turn sloppy and I blush because John always makes me feel so naughty. And coveted. I’m so desired by him that its borderline dangerous. With his hand on the back of my head he groans, 
 
       Guttural sounds come out of my throat as I suckle him like I’m famished and he moans from the pleasure, raining praise over me until I grow so wet I need a blow-dryer or maybe a leaf blower. 
 
       He stops himself from exploding into my mouth and fists my curls to give me a spicy kiss. 
 
      The temperature in the car rises and I groan when my butt hits against the steering wheel, while John fumbles with my uniform. As soon as I’m all bare, he gets a flash of relief in his eyes. 
 
       “You know what to do,” he groans and his eyes roll back in his head. “Show me how well I’ve taught you.” 
 
       He has taught me well but I’m still hesitant. I’ve never see his shaft this hopping mad and I whimper even before sliding all the way down. His hands go to my lower back and he tilts me until I cry out from shock because of this new position. He’s less careful with me than he was the first time and at first it makes my heart cower in my chest but then I give in and enjoy the ride. 
 
       Holding him with my thighs, I pant into his mouth and he swirls his tongue around, his fingers digging into my soft flesh and he curses and moans that I’m a fine girl. That he can’t believe I’m his and that he’s so fucking happy that I’m not protected. 
 
       A flash of panic flares in the back of my mind. That’s right. I could get pregnant. 
 
       “What’s that look in your eyes?” John growls and I tense but keep working him. I don’t stop. I can’t stop. I have to stop. “You’re thinking of depraving me this? You’re gonna make me beg for that sexy ass...” 
 
       He digs his nails into my buttocks and I moan from how good it feels. Everything that he does feels good. 
 
       “J...John...,” I stutter with wide eyes and I clasp his neck when he snatches me around the waist and makes me bounce until the top of my head brushes against the car ceiling. 
 
       “You’re not depraving me your womb,” he snarls and his muscles swell. “It’s mine. Now take me all the way until you feel me in your heart.” 
 
       My mouth pops open, my eyes squeezing when he slides deeper and deeper and my nails make marks on the car seats. Our moans ring in my ears, our heat causing the windows to steam and I worry we’re about to demolish the car when John clasps my face. 
 
       “Forever,” he moans. “You and me forever.” 
 
       “F...forever...,” I stutter and he gets an abandoned look on his face. 
 
       “Scream my name when I come inside you.” 
 
       “Johnnn...,” I scream and he floods me without holding back. 
 
       I don’t hold back either, pumping him dry like my life depends upon it. This time when he floods me, I feel different. This time I know I’m completely his. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    John 
 
      
 
    Autumn’s panting against my chest and there’s a satisfied smile on her lips when she pulls back. The smile lingers when she buttons up her blouse and I watch her big tits disappear behind the blue fabric and I already miss them. Her hair’s messy and she looks at me like her heart is too. 
 
       And it feels good knowing that she’s in the same emotional turmoil as I am. 
 
       I’m going to leave with her. We’re going to have a family together. 
 
       “John, are you sure you don’t want to go back in?” Autumn murmurs and clasps my face in her palms. “It would kill me if something happened to you.” Her hand slides over my chest. “And your heart’s beating fast and you’ve lost so much energy...,” she trails off, flushing and I finish, 
 
       “Fucking you. Is that what you were trying to say?” 
 
       She cries out from embarrassment, burying her head in my throat and she’s getting hot again. She’s ready for another round because this hot little piece just can’t get enough, can she? And neither can I. Groaning, I slide a hand down her slender back and she arches, her hips rocking against me and my eyes roll back in my head when I catch a figure lurking around the car. 
 
       I freeze. 
 
       They could hurt Autumn. 
 
       I flick her off my lap and onto the other seat, the same moment as the figure pounds with his fist on the window. 
 
       “Jair!” the figure growls, his face hidden beneath a hoodie and I don’t even know what the hell jair means but I don’t care. Suddenly there’s so much peace in my body despite the violent thoughts rushing through my head. 
 
       Maim. Torment. Kill. 
 
       For some reason the thoughts feel familiar to me and my muscles swell. With a snarl, I shove the car door open and it hits the figure right in his torso. He gasps for air, falling to the ground and I get out of the car and grab him around the throat before pushing him into a lamppost. 
 
       “Jair, what the fuck?” the figure grunts but I’m not listening. He was creeping around Autumn’s car, maybe even watching her while she was half naked and grinding on me. At the thought of the man knowing what Autumn looks like in her carnal throes, I see red and grab his arm and pull. His shoulder that’s in a casket pops and he screams, 
 
       “Fuck, I just had that fixed. What the hell’s wrong with you?” 
 
       “You were looking at her,” I growl and plant a kick to his knee cap before roaring in his face. “You were watching my wife!” 
 
       “I wasn’t! I didn’t see anything and you don’t have a wife,” the stranger yells, paling when I fill with fury at the lie and I think I’m about to kill him when his jacket slides, revealing a tattoo on the side of his torso. I flinch because it’s similar to the ones I have, though I’m covered in them and he’s not. 
 
       Blinking, I wrap my hand around the man’s throat and squeeze. “What the fuck did you say?” 
 
       Sounding like it’s happening in the far distance, I hear Autumn get out of the car and she cries, 
 
       “John, please cut it out. Let go of him. You’ll end up in prison.” 
 
       “Men like him don’t go to prison,” the stranger chokes before giving Autumn a side eye, “but thanks for trying to save me, chit.” 
 
       I squeeze harder and the stranger groans, “And his name’s not John. It’s Jair. Jair Jarek.” 
 
       Letting out a whimper, Autumn walks over to us and whispers. “John, let go, nice and slow. And we need to leave. You and me. Let’s just leave.” 
 
       There’s nothing I want more than to leave with Autumn but this man knows who I am. He knows my past which means he knows my future. “Why do you have that tattoo?” I growl. “What does it stand for?” 
 
       The stranger’s eyes round and he’s looking at me like I’m crazy. “You don’t know? Fuck, you’ve lost your memory or something?” He looks at Autumn who silently nods and I snarl, 
 
       “Answer the question, punk before I gut you!” 
 
       Gulping, the stranger replies, “Stands for the Nordic Mafia.” 
 
       Autumn moans in fear and leans her head against my back. “John, don’t listen to him. I’m not letting you get entangled in this bad business.” She whimpers again. “He’s just lying to you.” 
 
       The stranger snorts. “I’ll take you to the compound up north right now, if you want. Boss will be happy to see you. We wondered where you went.” 
 
       “Fuck, does that mean?” I grunt. 
 
       “You’ve been gone for a fucking month, Jair. You were heading down south to deal with some petty crimes when you disappeared without a trace.” He raises his brows. “I was here for my cousin’s wedding, it got a little frisky at the reception and I ended up in the hospital. Last thing I expected was seeing you here.” 
 
       He frowns again. “Wasn’t even sure it was you. The redhead pulled you away so fast, I barely caught a glimpse.” 
 
       “Alright that’s e...enough,” Autumn stutters. “We’re done here. There’s no Nordic Mafia and John’s not some made man. He’s a patient...,” Autumn licks her lips, “and he’s in a vulnerable state and you’re just trying to use him.” 
 
       “Sweet cheeks...,” I say gently to get her to calm down because she’s working herself up and the stranger bursts into laughter. 
 
       “Jair? Vulnerable? Fuck kid, do you have any idea what this man’s capable of?” 
 
       “Shut up!” I growl when Autumn turns pale and she twists and starts running toward the car when I grab her by the waist and lift her in the air. 
 
       “Let me go!” she squeals, kicking with her legs and she makes an attempt at a head butt but fails and it’s...adorable. “Unhand me, John! I am not getting involved with any ugly business and neither are you. You hear me? Neither are you!” 
 
       “He’s pretty high in rank. I wouldn’t talk to him that way if I were you.” 
 
       “Shut the fuck up. She can talk to me however she wants,” I growl and the stranger leans against the lamppost with his good shoulder. 
 
       “Fine. Your woman, your headache.” 
 
       Ignoring the stranger, I take Autumn’s face in my hands. “Sweet cheeks, calm down. It’ll be alright. I’ll handle this.” 
 
       She shakes her head. “You got this all wrong. You’re not in the mob. You’re not a made man!” Distressed tears slip down her face and get washed off with the drizzling rain. She’s more beautiful than ever like this, a troubled little wreck because she’s worried about her man. 
 
       Letting out a deep breath, I sigh, “I think I am.” I don’t remember but somehow this new information resonates with me. Inhaling, I add, “And you’re not my wife.” 
 
       Her lids shudder and she slumps against me. “Oh John...,” she whispers. 
 
       “Jair,” I remind her. “But you’re going to be. You will be mine.” I brush my lips over hers. “You’re coming with me to that compound.” 
 
       Autumn squirms. “I can’t be a mob wife.” 
 
       “Why not?” the stranger asks. “No woman ever complains. Never.” 
 
       Ignoring him I add, “But you do want to be mine, don’t you? Please be mine, Autumn. I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
       “John...,” she croaks, “...Jair... “ 
 
    “You said I’m your mad man, remember?” I rasp and a small smile crosses her face and she nods. I clasp her to me. “Now let me be your made man. You and me together forever, sweet cheeks. What do you say?” 
 
       She blinks up at me. “You know I don’t want to lose you either, Jair.” 
 
       “Is that a yes?” 
 
       “Promise I won’t have to come in contact with that life,” she softly pleads and I nod because I’ll keep her protected. Smiling she brushes her lips over mine and the tears have stopped. “Then yes.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jair-ONE YEAR LATER 
 
      
 
    My wife doesn’t wake up when I come home from work. She sleeps on the couch with the baby on her arm and I silently cross the floor. A smile tugs at my lips because I have to be the luckiest mobster in town. I have a wife and I have a wife who I remember since the first time we met. My memory came back seven month ago but I was accepted back into the mob as soon as I showed up at the compound. 
 
       None of the made men doubted my abilities and they proved to be right because even though my mind didn’t remember, my body did. It knew what to do. Autumn adjusted to the life slower than me and refused to live at the compound, so I bought her the prettiest place I could find. We have our own house on a nice street, in a nice neighborhood because that’s what makes Autumn happy. She’s the white picket fence kind of girl and we make it work. 
 
       Bending down, I kiss Autumn’s temple and she stirs before her eyes flare. 
 
       “Oh...,” she whispers in confusion, “we must’ve fallen asleep.” She looks down at the still sleeping baby and strokes his cheek before turning to me. “You smell like shadows. Have you been terrorizing the streets again...?” she smiles and I shake my head. 
 
       “The only thing I terrorize is this...,” I rasp, cupping her between her legs and she moans because she’s just had a baby but she’s pregnant again since I can’t seem to calm down around her. 
 
       “You’re not supposed to get me pregnant when I’m already pregnant,” she moans. 
 
       “I believe that’s physically impossible, sweet cheeks,” I lick the seam of her lip and she inhales. 
 
       “Not if you keep looking at me like that.” She arches her throat when I pepper her with kisses. “Or when you keep kissing me like that.” 
 
       Sliding my hands under her body, I lift her up and put her down on the carpet and loom over her. 
 
       “What about the baby...?” she whispers and I tilt my head to the side. 
 
       “He’s sleeping. And I’ll be quiet.” I stroke my hand along her plump cheek. “Think you can do the same.” 
 
       “I’ll t...try,” she stutters, blushing before her eyes flare. “Jair, what is that?” 
 
       My eyes go to my knuckles and I flinch. Blood. Fuck! Furious that I touched her without washing my hands first, I tear myself away from her and rush into the kitchen. Turning on the water, I scrub my hands with dish soap while cursing to myself. 
 
       “You’re scrubbing your skin off,” Autumn whines, hurrying over to me and she pats me dry. Licking her lips, she slams her plump mouth down on mine. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re always so careful, you’re allowed to mess up...” 
 
       “You could’ve gotten that filth on you,” I growl and I’m furious with myself. “You don’t get it, Autumn. You’re my safe haven and I never want you coming in contact with that side of my life.” 
 
       “I don’t,” she whispers and shakes her head. “You keep me protected.” 
 
       “Tonight I didn’t,” I grit between my teeth before rubbing my eyes. Fuck. I place a peck on Autumn’s lips. “Love you. I’ll go check on the kid.” 
 
       “Love you too and please, don’t beat yourself up about this...,” Autumn groans and I know she wants to comfort me but I don’t deserve comfort after what I just did. Grabbing our sleeping boy, I put him in his playpen to make sure he doesn’t fall down from the couch. I stroke his head with my now very clean hands when Autumn calls from upstairs. 
 
       “Oh Jair...,” she purrs and the hair on my nape stands because there’s just something about her voice that makes my blood boil. “Look what I found far back in the closet.” 
 
       Rounding the corner, I come to a full stop when I see Autumn standing at the top of the staircase dressed in her candy striper uniform. Swallowing I rasp, “You’re playing with fire, sweet cheeks.” 
 
       She pouts and whirls her hips around in a way that makes my head spin and a pulse pounds in my temples. “Fuck, you make me love my life,” I groan and she sniggers when I lunge at the pink and white vision in front of me. I was starting to feel like shit but now I feel like a fucking king again. And that’s the thing about Autumn. 
 
       The love of my life can turn anything into gold. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    1. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Greta 
 
      
 
    Gasping for air, I clamp a hand over my mouth and stare at the letter in front of me. 
 
       This can’t be happening. 
 
      I thought these kinds of things only happened to people in movies or gangsters or politicians. 
 
       Not girls like me. 
 
       We’re recognizable wherever we go. 
 
       It has something to do with the bouncy hair, slender shoulders, the just enough rounded hips that let you know we never eat junk food, never choose to sleep in instead for going for a run in the park and we never miss an appointment at the dermatologist. 
 
       Uptown girls. 
 
       We’re untouchable. People barely dare to talk or look at us let alone blackmail us... 
 
       Taking a deep breath, I glance at the letter again. I found the envelope in the mailbox. It was addressed to me which means this isn’t a mistake. Someone’s gone through a great deal of trouble to cut out newspaper letters and glue them together to form one menacing sentence: 
 
       Either you cough up 200.000 dollars and hand them over at Lincoln Park after midnight this Friday, or everyone in high society will know what’s in your little black book. 
 
       Blood goes to my head, making me dizzy and I let out a groan as I stretch out on my bed. Squeezing my eyes, I want to scream because this isn’t supposed to be happening. What did I do to deserve this? 
 
       Rolling over to my back, I put my hands on my stomach and take a couple of deep breaths. The white marble chandelier shimmers enchantingly over my head, sparkling just like most things in my room. Even the wall painting that portrays a dancing ballerina in a field of crème roses has pecks of glitter here and there. 
 
       My stepbrother can’t stand it. 
 
       He can’t stand anything about my love for luxury handbags, everything that glimmers and high heels. 
 
       Ignoring the dip in my stomach, I get up and pull out the desk drawer but the black book isn’t there. It’s a journal to be honest...a diary, hugged by expensive Italian leather but it contains all kinds of dirty secrets. 
 
       And they all have to do with my stepbrother. 
 
       In those pages, I’ve written down every single little fantasy I’ve ever had about him. They range from sweet and romantic to outright raunchy and if anyone in high society ever reads those words, my reputation will forever be ruined. 
 
       Wrapping my arms around me, I whimper helplessly when I think of whoever has taken it. 
 
       They’ve read my most intimate thoughts, seen the little charcoal sketches I’ve drawn of my stepbrother. Of him and me being....inappropriate with each other. Cheeks heating, I try ignoring the increased pounding of my heart. 
 
       Whoever took it must’ve done it while I was taking my evening classes in The modern feminine woman, or while I was out shopping or gossiping with my friends at that coffee shop that recently opened just around the corner. 
 
       Basically, while I was out doing pointless things! 
 
       Now my whole future could be ruined just because I couldn’t be bothered with locking the journal away in a safe but instead I kept it in my desk where anyone could have snatched it. It really could have been anyone considering a ton of people walk in and out of this penthouse. 
 
       Trying to think clearly, I try to figure out who it could have been. 
 
       There’s the chef who cooks dinner for us around three times a week. Then there’s dame Blanca, my piano teacher who comes every Tuesday. And then there’s a ton of males who show up in the wee hours. 
 
       I’m usually getting my beauty sleep by then but I have woken up on occasion, caught glimpses of them only to be shooed back into my room again by my stepbrother. 
 
       I have no idea what that whole deal is about and I’ve never cared to know. A year ago my mother married a charming older gentleman and quickly took off to norther Europe, leaving me here with my stepbrother who moved in to keep an “eye on me.” 
 
       Before mother left, she told me to be good, mind my own business and to not under any circumstances put my nose where it doesn’t belong. For convenience sake, I took her advice but now I think it was a mistake. 
 
       Exactly who are those pale haired men that dress in black and have business with my stepbrother? 
 
    Did any of them ever walk into my room and steal the journal? 
 
       It couldn’t have been Dame Blanca. 
 
       And it definitely wasn’t my stepbrother. 
 
       Maybe it was the chef... 
 
       My face blooms at the thought of that plump, little man reading my carnal fantasies and I wish I never had written all of that stuff down. But I was bursting with feelings. If I hadn’t put them down on paper I would have exploded like a unicorn piñata all over the place. 
 
       Leaning against the desk, I pinch my lips and wonder how the heck I’m supposed to get a hold of 200.000 dollars. I don’t have that kind of money. My stepbrother gives me an allowance every week and I don’t have a savings account at the bank. 
 
       Think, think... 
 
       And then it hits me. 
 
       My designer bags. I’ll sell those. Every single one of them and it should be enough to cover the costs. 
 
       Flooding with sudden relief I open up the double doors to my walk-in closet and almost get a heart attack. 
 
       The bags...they’re gone. 
 
       Everything else is still there but I’ve been robbed of my bags. 
 
       And they were the only thing that could have covered the cost! 
 
       If I start selling the artwork or the other artsy decorations in the penthouse, my stepbrother will get suspicious. He won’t let me pass under the radar and he’ll demand to be informed on what’s going on. And I’d rather die than let him know the truth. 
 
       At the sound of the front door opening, I freeze up. 
 
       He’s home. A little earlier than I expected him and my pulse immediately acts up. My body turns into a wound up machine at the slightest hint of my stepbrother being near. I respond to him like a little fiend and its embarrassing and exciting and completely inappropriate. 
 
       Thing is, that it’s not just about Dacre Cage being my stepbrother. 
 
       It’s about him being as close to a walking, talking terror as humanely possible. 
 
       The air constricts whenever Dacre walks into a room and there always seems to be a draft somewhere. He puts people on edge, makes them think of their loved ones and what they’ve done with their life so far. 
 
       I’ve never seen Dacre be menacing to anyone but he doesn’t have to be. 
 
       People get that Dacre is sort of like barb-wire. He won’t hurt you as long as you keep your distance. And people do keep their distance. 
 
       So do I. 
 
       If I had to make a guess, I’d say I roughly exchange twenty sentences with Dacre during a whole week. I don’t even know how to talk to a man like him, what to say, how to behave. Growing up, proper etiquette was drilled into me but all that went out the window the moment Dacre stepped into my life. 
 
       He doesn’t care if I properly cross my leg or if I push out the pinky when drinking tea (which is a faux pas by the way) or if I talk while chewing. There are no rights when it comes to Dacre. Only wrongs. 
 
       Opening my bedroom door, I stick my head out into the hallway. My lids shudder when I’m hit with weak whiffs of his cologne and it’s enough to make me go numb. He always knows how to get my body to react, knows exactly how to wind me up. 
 
       Sneaking out, I silently cross the hallway and my heart pounds. I feel like I’m doing something forbidden and I probably am. Sneaking up on your stepbrother isn’t that normal and yet I can’t stop myself. 
 
       I find him out on the balcony. He’s opened up the French windows, causing the evening breeze to fill up our whole place. His hands rest on the banister, his muscular back turned against me and I pinch my lips, wanting deep down for him to notice me. 
 
       He seems impatient tonight, on edge. Then again Dacre is always on edge. He’s not the kind who knows how to kick back and relax. 
 
       Sometimes I wonder what’s getting him so worked up all the time. Maybe it’s his job. He doesn’t have a girlfriend that I know for sure. It surprises me because Dacre’s young. At the age of twenty-six, you’d think he’d be picking up girls from night clubs but I’ve never witnessed that. 
 
       Dacre never parties. He’s always home before midnight. 
 
       And he’s never come home smelling of perfume or sporting a lipstick stained collar. 
 
       I think he’s a monk, my stepbrother. 
 
       The city lights flare before him and I tilt my head to side, admiring what a powerful figure he is. Those strong legs, that spine of steel and those looks of his...well, they make a girl tingle and gulp at the same time. 
 
       His silver hair’s shaved on the sides and he’s tattooed those naked parts of his scalp. Even the back of his hands are tattooed and he wears silver skull rings. Those rings scare me a little. Scratch that. Dacre scares me. 
 
       Menace emits from him like incense and he’s so unlike the boys I grew up with and thought I’d marry. It’s those haughty mamas’ boys I was made for. Them I know how to handle. I don’t have a single clue on how to handle Dacre. Because I wasn’t made for him. 
 
       “I know you’re watching me.” 
 
       The words along with his husky voice turn my cheeks into two hotplates and I drag a breath. Rearranging my hair, I step onto the balcony and breathe, “I wasn’t watching you.” 
 
       Silence. 
 
       “What were you doing then?” he finally asks. “Admiring me?” He lets out a hoarse laugh. “Now, I know it can’t be that.” 
 
       Wrong. That’s exactly what I was doing. 
 
       I always admire him, even if he terrifies me and makes me feel more fretful than an actress who’s had her “discreet” nose job exposed. A siren flares in the distance and the sound makes me jump. Luckily Dacre doesn’t notice. 
 
       “Why don’t you come closer? I won’t bite.” 
 
       “Your dog might,” I mutter, throwing a nervous glance at Baldur. The wolf/dog hybrid follows Dacre everywhere and it’s really true that you can tell a lot about a person by looking at their pet. They’re both about as approachable as a haunted house. 
 
       “He won’t,” Dacre says curtly. “You’re safe.” 
 
       Dacre slowly turns around and my breath catches somewhere between my lungs and my throat. Midnight blue eyes zone in on me, picking up on every little detail and it’s so painfully obvious I’m not even close to his type. 
 
       I’m too...pretty. 
 
       And someone like Dacre’s probably into leather, whips and chains or something. 
 
       He raises his brows, drawing attention to the tattoos he has above the arches. He’s the only man I’ve ever seen who has ink on his face but dresses like a gothic version of a Wall Street broker. 
 
       “Something wrong?” he asks in a low voice and I want to tell him all about the blackmail. When I press my lips, he impatiently insists, “Greta?” 
 
       A sudden impulse rips through my body. I want to run over to him, yank his arms open and cocoon myself within them. I need comfort. Need it so bad it’s probably written all over my face. 
 
       “You can tell me,” Dacre presses, his tone a little more urgent but I shake my head. 
 
       I’d rather wear clothes from the high-street for the rest of my life than tell Dacre about the blackmail. 
 
       “If there’s anything you want or need, just say it,” Dacre grits between his teeth and I flush. 
 
       I could use a hug. I’m not sure if I dare let myself be hugged by Dacre but I’m distressed and confused and reach a hesitant hand out. 
 
       Surprise covers his face but he raises his palm and my heart pounds worse than drums on a rock concert when I’m about to give him mine...But then I retract when Baldur curiously rises and I gasp for air and flee. 
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    Dacre 
 
      
 
    Fuck! I was so close. 
 
       Scowling down at Baldur, I snarl, “Cock blocking the hand that feeds you?” 
 
       Baldur growls in response and I add, “Next time when she’s ready to go anywhere near us, you’ll act like a fucking lamb or I’ll make kibble out of you and feed it to the neighborhood cats, got it?” 
 
       The dog snorts and I drag a hand over the back of my neck as agony at the loss fills me. 
 
       Greta Monty. 
 
       The chit that’s been driving me to the edge of my existence this past year. My life was going fine without her. I was on a roll. Threaten. Kill. Threaten some more... 
 
       Then she showed up and everything changed forever. All of the sudden she was the new priority. Suddenly she was the one I first thought of when waking up and the last when going to sleep. 
 
       She’s monopolized my hours, my thoughts...even my body operates on the little attention Greta gives me. 
 
       We never would’ve crossed paths if it hadn’t been for my irresponsible father. 
 
       I was giving him generous amounts of money he was supposed to save for his pension but instead he used it to pick up a snobbish middle-aged starlet and marry her behind my back. I was furious, ready to give him a piece of my mind when I was introduced to my new step-sister. 
 
       Greta was unlike anything I’ve ever seen. 
 
       Calm, cool and collected like a porcelain doll. Fragile. Flawless. The very opposite of me. 
 
       I wanted to jump her the moment I saw her, have my way with her up against the wall no matter who was watching. I wanted to mess her up, ruin her perfect little coiffure and smear her lipstick. Tear off her ladylike designer dresses and lick her creamy skin. 
 
       Greta on the other hand, didn’t seem so keen on the idea. 
 
       Her first impression of me made her let out a whimper and her hand trembled when I took it in mine. She’s never seen someone like me either. We’re from two different worlds. One is night and one is day. One is innocent and one is full of depravity. 
 
       Mixing us two together would lead to an explosive cocktail. 
 
       One that Greta seems intent on not to shake or stir. 
 
       She doesn’t want to drink me the way I want to drink her. Always watching me with hesitant, wide eyes like she has a million questions in her head and is too distraught to even ask one. Am I really that intimidating?  
 
       Fuck...probably. 
 
       The streets clear when I come walking. People whisper behind my back. Their instinct warns them to stay away even though they don’t know who I am. 
 
       A made man, that’s who I am. In one of the most powerful shadow organizations in this country, The Nordic Mafia. Our symbol’s carved all over town but very few know its meaning. Greta has no idea what it is that I do but she has an instinct. 
 
       And it tells her to stay away from me. 
 
       Clenching my fists, I let out a curse and step inside. I can still sense Greta’s presence and I’m relieved she hasn’t gone out. Not that Greta would be in any trouble going anywhere on her own. I have a man follow her, keep an eye on her to make sure she doesn’t get into any trouble. 
 
       A stepbrother can’t be too careful with a stepsister like Greta. 
 
       Everyone wants her. They all want a little piece of her but they’re all too fucking scared to do anything about it. 
 
       That’s the only thing Greta and I have in common. People are intimidated by her too but in a different way. When she comes walking, people act as if they’re witnessing an apparition. There’s something celestial about Greta. Otherworldly. 
 
       She’s not meant for mere mortals. She’s meant for me. 
 
       She belongs to me. I’m the only one who’ll be able to handle her and she’s the only one who’ll be able to handle me. 
 
       And at the slightest hint of a threat or challenge from another male, I’ll do murder. 
 
       Nobody takes her from me. And the best part is that nobody can. 
 
       When a mobster sets his eye on a target that target is his. Only a miracle can help whoever comes in between. 
 
       I stop in my tracks when I find Greta sitting on the living room couch with a bowl of noodles in her lap. She turns her head when she hears me coming and makes a movement as if she’s about to run again but then she leans back against the pillows. 
 
       Raising my brows, I murmur, “I could tell the chef to come over and make you something.” 
 
       Greta shakes her head. “It’s late.” 
 
       “He’s on call,” I grit and she murmurs, 
 
       “And I’m on a diet.” 
 
       Annoyance flares in me. “I want you nourished, not starved,” I snap and she twitches, gazing up at me with wonder in her eyes. 
 
       “Why?” she whispers. 
 
       Because I care about her. Because I want her fertile and I want her satisfied. 
 
       “Don’t want your mother to think I’m not looking after you,” I reply and hesitate for a moment before sitting next to her and Greta freezes as if someone just poured a bucket of ice water over her head. 
 
       “What are you doing?” she whispers. “You never sit with me like this.” 
 
       A muscle ticks in my jaw. “You want me to leave?” 
 
       “No!” she blurts. “I didn’t mean to sound r...rude.” 
 
       Nothing she ever says sounds rude. Her voice is crystal clear and I love hearing it coming out of her delicate lips. Rubbing the back of my neck, my eyes go to the black and white movie playing on the TV but I don’t pay it any attention. 
 
       This is the closest I’ve ever been to Greta. There’s not enough room between us to fit another person. I want to grab her legs and pull her over my lap and listen while she tells me about her day. That must be so fucking relaxing. Heavenly. 
 
       And I’ve had a hard time relaxing ever since Greta came into my world. 
 
       I’ve never cared much about what I do before. I just saw it as a job that needed to be executed but now I worry what will happen when Greta finds out she’s been living with a mobster the whole time. I doubt Greta even knows what the mafia is. Probably thinks it died out in the eighties like everybody else. 
 
       She has no idea about the rougher parts of life. I bet that if I put a bullet under Greta’s thick mattress, she’d still be able to feel it. She’s a little princess but unlike in the tales she won’t end up with a prince. Greta will end up with me. 
 
       A villain. A bad man. What an unfortunate fate for her and what a glorious fate for me. 
 
       Stretching my legs, I tense when I notice from the corner of my eye that Greta can’t eat properly. Her hand trembles as she tries bringing the fork to her mouth and her chewing’s mechanic. I terrify her but fuck I’m just trying to be friendly. 
 
       I want her to warm up to me. 
 
       I want her close and all up in my fucking business. 
 
       “How’s Guinevere?” Guinevere’s Greta’s palomino mare and Greta gawks, acting as if a spaceship just entered the living room. 
 
       “You r...remembered her name?” She licks her lips. “She’s f...fine.” 
 
       “And how are the piano lessons going?” I ask in what I assume is a soothing tone but Greta still twitches, glancing at me like I just asked her to tell me the color of her underwear. I already know the color. White. She always wears white as if she insists on hammering the fact that she’s untouched into my head. 
 
       As if it already doesn’t make my temples pound from need, as if it doesn’t make me feel like I can’t get enough air at the thought of being her first. 
 
       “Okay,” she murmurs slowly as if she’s not trusting the two of us being able to hold a conversation. “Dame Blanca’s a good teacher.” She grimaces. “But sometimes she slaps me on my fingers when I mess up.” 
 
       Ice wraps around my heart and I whisper, “She does what?” 
 
       Greta shrugs. “I don’t mind. It doesn’t hurt and I always play better after she scolds me.” 
 
       “If she ever puts a hand on you again tell her Dacre will...,” drop a fucking piano on her stupid ass head. I trail off, controlling myself and add, “Fire her.” 
 
       “Don’t fire her,” Greta pleads and her sudden distress makes her forget about her wariness in front of me. “She’s been teaching me for ages and besides...,” Greta purses her lips, “you’re not the one who hired her. My mother did.” 
 
       Yeah, but I’m the one paying her. Greta’s mother’s as poor as a fucking church mouse. That’s why she agreed to marry my father. Though my father would’ve never been able to support the lifestyle Greta’s used to but I am. 
 
       I pay for this penthouse, I pay for Greta’s piano lessons, I pay for her luxury goods. I keep up appearances for Greta’s sake. Because it would kill her if she ever found out she was supposed to fall from grace if it hadn’t been for me. 
 
       I keep it a secret from Greta because I don’t want her to think she owes me anything. 
 
       I’m being generous because she deserves it, not because I’m trying to get something in return. 
 
       A dark thought pops in the back of my head and I wonder if I’m really moral enough to never ask for a return on my favors. Maybe not... 
 
       “I don’t allow any hitting,” I reply in a chilling voice. “I don’t care how long she’s been teaching you. If she slaps you again it’ll be the last you see of her.” 
 
       Greta swallows. “Don’t use that tone with me,” she whispers. “I don’t know who you are when you talk like that.” 
 
       Shifting uncomfortably in my seat, I sneer and pull at my collar. “Finish your noodles.” 
 
       “I’m full,” Greta murmurs, putting the bowl down and Baldur immediately digs in. Greta cowers, pulling her legs up and she stares at him as if she thinks he’s going to eat her. A smile curves my lips and I shake my head. 
 
       “He’s not dangerous.” 
 
       “Mhm...,” Greta drawls as if she disagrees and I straighten. 
 
       “Give me your hand.” 
 
       “Why?” she asks with raised brows. 
 
       Because I want to use it to jerk myself off. 
 
       “Just do it,” I snap impatiently and Greta hesitates but gives it to me and my body goes into turmoil when I feel the warmth of her skin. She stops breathing and shivers when I pull it toward Baldur. A worried whimper crosses her lips when I place it on top of his head. 
 
       “D...Dacre,” she stutters, “I’m not sure this is such a good idea.” 
 
       “Trust me.” This is the best fucking idea I’ve ever had. Using the dog as an excuse to touch Greta? I should’ve thought of it sooner. With my hand on top of hers, I teach her how to stroke Baldur’s fur and after a while she involuntarily relaxes. 
 
       I flood with warmth when she lets out a low, laugh. “He likes this,” she smiles, pleasantly surprised. “I always thought he’d bite me if I tried anything like it.” 
 
       “I told you he wasn’t dangerous. He can be nice when he wants to.” 
 
       And so can I. 
 
       Greta’s barely listening, her head bent over Baldur and I inhale the scent of her. She smells like love, like kindness and it explodes in me, making me feel like I’m a good man just from being in her presence. 
 
       Barely aware of what I’m doing, I realize I’m circling my thumb over Greta’s hand but she’s already noticed and she gasps, pulling away. Fuck. Ignoring the doe eyed look on her face I rasp, “Are you sure there’s not something you need?” 
 
       Shivering, she whispers, “I should go to bed.” 
 
       I could help her get naked. 
 
       Rising, she flutters past me and leaves me sitting there, cold and frustrated. Giving the coffee table a kick, I drag a hand through my hair. 
 
       A mobster’s always dangerous. 
 
       But a mobster who can’t have what he wants... now that’s a ticking time bomb. 
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    I wake up in the middle of the night with a twitch. 
 
       My heart’s pounding like something’s going on but I have no idea what and it takes a while for my nerves to settle down. 
 
       Yawning, I rub my eyes and glance at the clock on my bedside table. 
 
       It’s barely past twelve. 
 
       I should go back to sleep and I tug one of my pillows to me, ready to drift off when there’s a scraping sound in the hallway. Perking my ears, I realize it’s the scraping of boots. Must be Dacre...but it sounds like it isn’t just him. 
 
       Sounds like there are more people in our home. 
 
       Gulping, I roll around and look at my closed door. 
 
       Is Dacre having company over? 
 
       And in which case, what company would that be? 
 
       A lump forms in my throat, my body tensing up and I have a feeling that the sensible thing to do is to wrap the cover over my head and pretend I didn’t hear anything. But the intense curiosity takes over my worry and I get up, throw a pastel kaftan over my shoulders and silently creep into the hallway. 
 
       The lights are out, our place bathing in darkness and the only thing making it possible for me to see where I’m going are the sparkling city lights from outside. 
 
       Pulling my kaftan tighter around my waist, I sneak down the hall and stop when I notice Dacre leading two men away from the foyer and into his office. I’ve seen men like them before. This isn’t the first time we’ve had people who look like hell spat them back out at our place. 
 
       The men move like bats, their coats fluttering behind them when they walk and this reminds me of something out of the Matrix or Underworld, so essentially...its way out of my comfort zone. 
 
       Dacre’s office door closes and maybe touching Baldur has made me a little braver than usual because I decide to eavesdrop. Putting my ear against the wood, I ignore the flutters in my stomach. I know I shouldn’t be doing this and if Dacre catches me red-handed he’ll be so angry the earth will probably shake. 
 
       Nobody messes with Dacre. Not even me. Nobody gets a pass because he’s ruthless like that. 
 
       Still, I can’t help myself. I mean...what if those men in his office were the ones who took the journal? Maybe this will help me get some more clues. 
 
       “And?” Dacre asks and there’s the sound of liquor being poured into crystal glasses. “What’s the new plan?” 
 
       “Boss wants us to stay away from the Grecian’s,” another voice rasps and I raise my brows. I don’t get it. Who the heck are the Grecian’s? Not to draw any hasty conclusions but it sounds like either a theater company or a...gang. 
 
       “Why the fuck for?” Dacre snaps, obviously not happy about the decision. “That bastard needs to go down. Remember what that asshole did to one of our brothers?” 
 
       “We know, but boss claims it’s all under control. He’ll get exactly what he deserves. We just need to trust boss on this.” 
 
       Dacre lets out a curse but then he mutters something as if he’s coming around. Whoever the boss is, it seems like Dacre has a lot of respect for him. There’s that clinking sound of glass again and Dacre exclaims, “To shadows.” 
 
       “To ice,” another one adds and a third echoes, 
 
       “To death.” 
 
       I freeze. Wait...what? Death? As in the kind that puts you underground, the kind that means you’re done, toast, finito...? Is my stepbrother a killer? 
 
       Biting my lip, I shiver. 
 
       Or maybe I got it all wrong. Maybe it’s completely normal to raise a glass to death. 
 
       They say something again but this time they speak in a different language and my eyes nearly roll back in my head. I didn’t know Dacre knew a second language. He doesn’t even have an accent and that language sounds so ancient and mystical and...stony. 
 
       I’m so enthralled by it I fail to hear the nearing footsteps, I flinch when the door flares open and I stand there face to face with Dacre. His brows curve over his eyes and he’s so freaking scary like this that I clutch my kaftan and let out a mewl. 
 
       I catch a glimpse of the men’s faces as they turn to look at me but Dacre sneers at them over his shoulders and they stop paying attention. 
 
       “What are you doing here?” Dacre snaps and I twitch, my eyes widening and I struggle to come up with an excuse. 
 
       “Sleepwalking,” I blurt. “Then I suddenly woke up and found myself outside your o...office.” 
 
       Dacre’s lip curls over his teeth. “Any chance you heard anything of our little conversation?” His eyes bore into mine, searching for the truth and I swallow. 
 
       “No,” I whisper but he knows I’m lying. You can’t get away with lying to someone like Dacre. He reads people like normal people read the news. It comes naturally to him and lying doesn’t come naturally to me so no wonder I’ve been caught. 
 
       “Go back to bed, Greta,” Dacre rasps and my lower lip trembles. 
 
       “I w...will,” I stutter and start backing but to my surprise Dacre follows. He stalks me all the way, prowling while looking at me without blinking and he’s so much taller and so much wider than me. If he wanted he could pulverize me, just by putting his body on top of mine. 
 
       My cheeks heat because I shouldn’t be thinking about his body after what I just heard. But somehow it’s so hard to imagine Dacre as a coldblooded killer. My stepbrother’s a menace but he’s not a bad man. 
 
       “Who were those men in your office?” I ask and a muscle ticks in Dacre’s jaw. 
 
       “Colleagues.” 
 
       “Some colleagues...,” I murmur and Dacre’s eyes harden but his voice is soft. 
 
       “Greta,...like you said you were sleepwalking.” His eyes leave my face and linger down my body. “You have no idea what you heard.” His jaw tenses. “Now go back to sleep, princess and leave your nightmares to me.” 
 
       Letting out a low gasps, I do as he asks and even in the safety of my own room, my heart still keeps on pounding. 
 
       Tonight I saw another side to Dacre and it’s unnerving. But to a girl who’s been overprotected her whole life it’s also a bit...stimulating. 
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    It’s near dawn when my brother’s leave. It’s been a couple of hours since Greta went back to bed and her REM sleep should have kicked in by now.  Turning the knob to her door, I watch the pale light from the hallway highlight her face. 
 
       She’s lying on her back, mouth half open and her thick ringlets are spread all over her large pillow. I’ve been in her room before. Sometimes I walk in here when she’s not at home. It’s my favorite room and it relaxes me to spend time in here. 
 
       Some people go to art shows, or the gallery or the gentleman’s club. I go to Greta’s room. To my sanctuary. 
 
       Even the air is different...fresher and it makes it easy to draw lungful’s of oxygen. Greta is that rich breeze in my life, the one thing that’s untouched and undamaged. My eyes roam around the room, my lips curving at what a little neat freak she is. 
 
       Greta’s the kind of girl that puts things back right where she found them. She likes order and harmony. Once she even told me her favorite word is synchronicity. But there’s more to Greta than manicured fingernails and shoes and bags that match. 
 
       Her heart is big, her eyes full of wonder. She’s innocent in a way I was never allowed to be. I joined the mob at the age of sixteen and had a rough life before that. I lived in the bad part of town but always yearned for the better one. 
 
       The better part where girls like Greta lived and I walk over to her bed, looming over her like a shadow but she doesn’t even flinch. I’m counting on her waking up and I’m willing to take the risk but judging from how deep she’s sleeping, I don’t think it’ll happen. 
 
       Letting out a low moan, she rolls over to her side and I take the opportunity to slide into bed with her. She’s got a quality bed and it barely creaks but I’m still tense, making sure the coast is clear and then I throw an arm over her and pull her to me. 
 
       I get a raging erection the moment her little ass cushions my crotch and I grit my teeth. Fuck. Squeezing my eyes, I curse over how agonizing this is. She’s too soothing. It takes a toll on me to be close to her like this and yet I’d rather slit my throat than leave. 
 
       My skin hungers for her. 
 
       It wants to be touched by her. 
 
       I’ll die without her. 
 
       Nuzzling her throat, I silently groan at how good she smells. If perfection had a face it would be Greta’s. I don’t see enough of that beautiful face. And I never get to touch her or hug her. She barely even smiles at me. 
 
       It’s a fucking shame because one smile from her and all my troubles drain. 
 
       Bad memories fade when Greta’s around. 
 
       I got shot in the ribs a couple of years ago and the pain is still intense here and there but never when I’m with Greta. All I can feel when I’m with her is the raging throbbing down my pants and the sped up beat of my heart. 
 
       Dipping my hand, I use it to slid Greta’s nightgown up to her hip and I can’t help but take a peak. Just as I thought. White underwear. Lacey. Seamless. And they hug her butt perfectly and it would be so easy to pull them aside and slide in between her cheeks. 
 
       Bury myself. Find some real peace in the generosity of her body. Hide in her and feel myself become a part of her. It’s the closest to her I’ll ever come.  
 
       Exploding with extreme heat, I clench my jaw to not let out a moan but can’t stop myself from rocking into her. That little motion feels so fucking good and I hold her closer. There’s so much I want to do to her, so much I want to say. 
 
       I’ve never been the kind to make love but I want to make love to Greta. 
 
       I want to be mushy with her and fuck, does that sound pathetic. 
 
       But she’s the only one who’ll witness that side of me. 
 
       A mobster has to be hard but even a mobster needs that window that lets the light in. 
 
       Greta’s my window. The one thing I look forward to every damn day. If anything happened to her, I don’t know what I’d do. It would drive me crazy. I would lose it. Once, I witnessed a father losing control over his kid’s stroller. 
 
       The stroller was about to end up on the street and I still remember the panic stricken, pained look on the father’s face before he got a hold of it again. His agony was palpable, excruciating and that’s how I’d feel if anything happened to Greta. 
 
       If only I knew how to show her. 
 
       It’s easier said than done because violence is the language I speak and ice runs in my veins. I was formed in shadows and I worship the dark. But I worship Greta more... 
 
       Rocking into Greta once again, I moan and bury my face in her hair. She shifts a little but doesn’t wake up and my palm hurts from how bad it needs to cup her breast. Feel its plump heaviness in my hand and I bet her tits get all tingly and warm from even the slightest stimulation. 
 
       Images of how responsive she’ll be, dance behind my eyes and they tug at my restraint. I loom over Greta, searching for her face. She’s so peaceful like this, so willing...so ready for my usage and I lower my mouth, flicking my tongue out and lick the seam of her parted lips. 
 
       The taste bursts like a drug in my system and my lids flutter. 
 
       I crave my stepsister worse than a fiend. 
 
       “Stepbrother loves you,” I whisper in the dark and she moans in response. I stroke her high cheekbone. “But I’m going to need you to love me back.” 
 
       A smile crosses her lips in her sleep and I hold my breath, waiting for her eyes to flash but they don’t. Giving her one last caress, I get up and forcefully tear myself away from her and leave. 
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    Sipping on my homemade lemonade, I glance at the clock above the stove. My piano lesson should’ve started twenty minutes ago but my teacher isn’t here yet. Usually, she’s never late and I shift, starting to feel restless. 
 
       Waking up this morning, I felt so ready to take on the day. I had the best sleep of my life and was prepared to face any challenge. Today is the day when I’m sorting that money situation out. I just need to figure out a way to get that cash fast and without raising any suspicions in Dacre. 
 
       Putting the glass down when I hear the doorbell ring. I make sure that I look presentable before opening the door without bothering to check who it is first. And I’m surprised to say the least. 
 
       There’s a man I’ve never met before. 
 
       His hair is artistically long, a denim vest covering his hoodie and he’s chewing gum. He looks both disheveled and put together like he stole the look from a fashion ad for vagabonds. 
 
       Frowning I murmur, “Who are you?” 
 
       Chomping the gum in a way that makes him resemble a cow, he replies, “Blanca sent me. She got the flu this morning and thought you wouldn’t mind.” The guy winks at me in a way that makes me want to grimace. “Don’t worry. I’m her best student. You’re in safe hands.” 
 
       I pinch my lip and hesitate. Dacre won’t like it if I invite some stranger inside but the guy looks about as dangerous as I do. “I don’t know...,” I begin, scowling when I’m brushed to the side and the stranger pushes himself into the foyer. 
 
       Letting out a low whistle, he looks around. “Some place you got...,” he strokes a hand down the wall, petting the baby blue wallpaper like he’s expecting it to purr. “Wouldn’t mind living in a place like this myself one day.” He fires a wide grin. “Shall we?” 
 
       Pondering, I figure there’s no harm in giving it a try. The lesson’s only one hour long anyway and I could always ask him to leave if I see something I don’t like. 
 
       “Follow me,” I say in a cool voice and he lets out a sharp laugh, pretending to get the chills and I roll my eyes. What a clown. But whatever, if he really is as good as he says he is then I won’t decline an opportunity to polish up on my skills. 
 
       Sitting down on the stool I tense up when he sits next to me. Does he really have to be that close? I scooch to the side, insisting on keeping space between us. Swiping the sheet music until I get to Chopin, I take a deep breath and begin. 
 
       I’ve been having issues with this piece for ages and sometimes it doesn’t even feel like I’m making any progress. It frustrates and embarrasses me. I always imagine Dacre picking up on my little mistakes whenever I play it. 
 
       Not that Dacre is a huge fan of classical music. I’ve only heard music play from his office a few times and then it was the kind that made my eardrums burst. 
 
       When I finish, I turn to Pete and he watches me with something hot and sweaty in his eyes. 
 
       “Well, what’d you think?” I ask and he raises his thin brows. 
 
       “I pretty much think you suck.” 
 
       Goosebumps flood my arms as I struggle to not let humiliation take root. “Excuse me?” 
 
       “Yeah...I mean, you’re not that good at this, are you.” He shrugs. “I’m just being honest.” 
 
       “You can’t talk like that to me,” I protest and he lets out a laugh. 
 
       “What are you gonna do about it?” 
 
       Tell my stepbrother to kill you. I flinch at the thought and my cheeks heat. Dacre’s brutality is giving me second hand cockiness. Taking a breath, I’m about to rise and ask Pete to leave when he grabs my hand. 
 
       “Don’t worry, snowflake. The master’s here to show you how it’s done.” 
 
       Yanking my hand back, I grit, “Don’t touch me. My stepbrother won’t like it and he’s not someone you want to piss off.” 
 
       Pete tenses. “I thought you lived on your own.” 
 
       “You thought wrong,” I firmly reply. “My stepbrother’s a big guy and he’s super protective over me.” 
 
       A grin crosses Pete’s face. “He’s not here now.” He increases his chewing and his eyes linger around my cleavage. “I had a girl like you once. Hot as hell but a cold bitch on the inside.” Pete lets out a whistle. “A wildcat between the sheets, though. Did anything I wanted.” 
 
       Creep. 
 
       “I think we’re done for the day, Pete, “ I say and rise when he stops me and his eyes flare with desperation. 
 
       “Fuck, alright, I lied,” he groans. “I’ve never had a girl like you.” His eyes widen in awe. “Never seen anything like you. You look like a porn star and a kindergarten teacher mixed into one.” 
 
       “Eww Pete,” I mutter, crossing my arms. “I really think you should go.” 
 
       That desperation on his face increases. “I’ll pay you. I’ll pay you however much you want if you just let me fuck...kiss you.” 
 
       Swallowing, I ignore the dip in my stomach. “Kiss me?” I say with a grimace. I want to refuse but I can’t handle everyone finding out about my journal. “It’ll cost you 200.000 dollars,” I breathe and Pete spits. 
 
       For a moment it seems like he’s about to say no but then he growls. “Fine. But then you’ll be kissing me out in that pool wearing a teeny weeny bikini.” 
 
       My skin crawls but I think I can sacrifice my dignity. It’ll just be a little kiss. 
 
       And then I’ll have the money and my secret thoughts about Dacre will be mine to keep. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The breeze up on the rooftop gives me shivers and I hold onto my robe like it’s an armor. 
 
       I can’t believe I’m doing this. It’s making my stomach turn but I’ll just close my eyes and pretend it’s my stepbrother which I have a ton of experience with. Glancing at Pete, I hold down a frustrated whimper. 
 
       He’s sitting by the edge of the pool on his haunches, his hand swirling the water. I think this is him trying to be seductive and I recoil when he wiggles his brows at me. 
 
       “Get in,” he orders. “The water’s warm enough.” When I hesitate, he adds, “Drop the towel.” 
 
       “This better not be a trick,” I warn and he chuckles. 
 
       “You’ll get the money cash. Cross my heart. Now hop in, snowflake.” 
 
       Sighing, I let the robe fall and I’ve never felt more exposed in my life. This is so unlike me. I play tennis on the weekends and I’ve seen girls flash their boobs to the professional male players in the locker room across the hall but I’ve never done anything remotely like that. 
 
       I’ve never had to work for anything really. And I’ve never had to use my body to get what I want. 
 
       But it’s just a kiss. 
 
       Nothing more. 
 
       Testing the water, I sink into the pool and its only deep enough for the water to reach up to my waist. I better get this over with. The more I stall the worse it gets. Inwardly I curse myself for ever writing down those sticky thoughts. 
 
       But I couldn’t keep them in my mind anymore. They made it hard for me to fall asleep at night and I’d be all fidgety and frustrated. And who can blame me. Something happens to a good girl when she meets a bad boy and especially when she lives with said bad boy who’s emitting all that testosterone, all that pent up energy. It’s not like Dacre did anything to make it any easier. When he looks at me, he doesn’t flinch, regarding me as if I’m some decorative object he wants to possess. 
 
       “Tick tock,” Pete grunts and I flinch, rubbing my hands down my arms. 
 
       “No tongue,” I say and his face drops. 
 
       “You’re pushing it.” 
 
       I’m halfway toward him. A couple of more steps and I’ll be close enough for him to kiss me but suddenly this is starting to feel so freaking wrong, I can’t go through with it. There’s something about Pete that’s seriously off putting and besides... 
 
       The thought of me kissing another man, even though he’s more of a toad than a man at the place where Dacre and I live together....where Dacre eats, where he breathes, where he sleeps...it feels like a betrayal. 
 
       I’ll just have to figure out another way to get that money. 
 
       Shaking my head at Pete, I murmur, “I’m not doing it. I changed my mind. Keep the money.” 
 
       Pete’s face screws up in distress and I twitch when he slams his palm onto the surface and droplets splash everywhere. “You’re keeping your fucking deal of the bargain,” he yaps, pointing at me. “Damn tease. Getting all half naked then acting like some coy virgin...” 
 
       Anger boils in me at his aggression but then I feel a lick of fear from the way he’s looking at me. 
 
       This doesn’t bode well... 
 
       I start backing when I catch a movement in the corner. It’s big and black like a shadow and moves fast and violently. 
 
       Dacre! 
 
       A scream erupts from my throat when he within the blink of an eye grabs a hold of Pete and pushes his face into the water. Pete struggles, arms and legs flaying in all directions and Dacre sneers, letting out curse after curse. 
 
       His face is furious, his eyes so dark they seem to have turned black and there’s a tint to his otherwise pale skin like his blood’s boiling. Pulling up Pete from the water, he snarls, 
 
       “That’s my stepsister you were fucking with!” 
 
       Pete gasps for air. “S...sorry...” 
 
       “Sorry’s not gonna cut it,” Dacre growls, pushing his face into the water again and I whimper, getting out of the pool and turn worried when Pete’s twitchy limbs begin to twitch less and less. 
 
       “I don’t want a dead man in my apartment!” I cry. 
 
       Dacre’s eyes flash to mine, his gaze so dark that I gasp and put a hand over my mouth. 
 
       Pulling his lips over his teeth, Dacre growls before yanking Pete out of the water and he throws his body to Baldur, whose jaws close around his hoodie and neck. Pete wails in panic as Baldur drags him across our marble floors, shaking his head from side to side like Pete’s prey he needs unconscious. 
 
       Pete’s eyes roll back in his head and he reaches out with his hands. “Help me!” 
 
       I whimper in response and Dacre snarls, “Don’t you dare fucking help him. You’ve done enough.” 
 
       Feeling like I’m having a hard time breathing, I wrap my arms around me and draw a sigh of small relief when Baldur drags Pete into the hallway and Dacre opens the door and kicks him out. The door shuts with a slam and I swallow. 
 
       “T...thank you,” I stutter. “You saved me.” I flinch when Dacre whips around and cower at the look in his eyes. 
 
       “What the hell were you thinking?” he bellows, flicking out with his hand and he picks up a vase full of orchids and throws it into the mirror on the other side of the wall. Glass shatters everywhere and I tremble. 
 
       Baldur growls and this is the most chaotic my life’s ever been and I just want to bury my face into my hands and sob. 
 
       “Don’t yell at me!” I plead but it only makes Dacre rage even more. 
 
       “How the fuck should I react then?” he snarls and his chest heaves. “That asshole could’ve hurt you. I could’ve come home found you floating in that fucking pool if I hadn’t been here on time.” 
 
       “I know,” I whisper and my heart aches. “I’m sorry.” 
 
       I cry out in shock when Dacre suddenly lunges at me. My back hits the wall and his arms go to either side of my face. He’s still furious, so angry his body’s trembling and his eyes remind me of a thunder strike. 
 
       “You don’t open the door to other men,” he grits between his teeth. “You don’t open your mouth and you sure as fuck don’t open your legs.” His eyes flash. “You’re mine, Greta. Nod if you understand.” 
 
       I nod helplessly and moan in surprise when Dacre presses his hard lips against mine. The kiss is ferocious, so demanding I can’t kiss him back and my head lolls. He doesn’t let me get away, cupping my neck and I whimper when his tongue plays in my mouth. It moves like a cobra, hijacking my veins with its venom and I gasp for air, feeling like I’m about to dissolve. 
 
       When he pulls away I want to yank him to me but his hooded eyes are still ruthless. Possessive. And...obsessive. 
 
       “You’re jealous,” I whisper and the realization makes a quake go off in my body. Dacre tilts his head to the side. 
 
       “I’m not jealous, princess,” he whispers back and he puts his mouth to my ear. “I’m murderous.” 
 
       Shivering, I yell when he pulls away, “Where are you going?” 
 
       “Drinking,” he snaps before throwing a look over his shoulder. “And you’re staying put until I get home.” 
 
       “You can’t order me a...around,” I stutter. 
 
       “Can’t I?” Dacre slithers, cocking a brow. “Say hello to your new babysitter.” Snarling an order to Baldur, he yanks the door open and leaves. Baldur watches me with yellow eyes before lying down in front of the door. 
 
       I can’t get out. And nobody can get in. 
 
       My stepbrother just trapped me and I put my fingers to my lips. They’re still tender from the kiss. Dacre feels something for me. And I feel something for him. 
 
       We’re both just as depraved. 
 
       And it’s a realization that feels just as exciting as it feels treacherous. 
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    Dacre 
 
      
 
    She didn’t want a dead man in the apartment. Which means the streets will have to take him instead. 
 
       Her wish is my fucking law it seems. 
 
       I’ve tracked down the target, found him after a couple of hours, cowering at the shank of a skanky bar while nursing harsh liquor and trying to calm his nerves. Sitting in the corner and hiding in the dark, I clench my fists from how bad I need to finish him. 
 
       I keep seeing his eyes plastered all over Greta’s frame. In that tiny mint green bikini, she looked like a siren and had he gotten his fingers on those straps, I would’ve ignored Greta’s request and finished him there and then. 
 
       Shifting in my seat, I sneer at the memory. Thank fuck she gave me her lips right after, otherwise I would’ve drove myself over the edge. I thought I kept her safe up in that penthouse, away from prying eyes and I rub my jaw in annoyance. 
 
       Here I thought she only needed protection when walking outside but apparently Greta needs more than that. From now on I’m leaving the damn dog with her whenever I leave. At least then I’ll be able to breathe. 
 
       Fixating my gaze on the target, I raise my brows when a woman in higher heels than she can handle walks up to him. She’s wearing a red leather dress and fishnet stockings, clearly the kind who gives her attention to anyone and yet the moron grins as if flattered. 
 
       Reaching for the gun by my side, I stroke the barrel, curious to see where this goes. Just like a cheap fuck he doesn’t offer to buy the woman a drink but instead he sloppily gets up. The woman lets out a hyena like laughter and helps to steady him. 
 
       Inwardly I snort. 
 
       Women. 
 
       Don’t they ever care about their fucking safety? 
 
       The couple walks through a cloud of smoke and disappears behind a back door and I’m quick to follow. Kicking crushed glass to the side, I cross the floor when I’m stopped by a girl wearing way too much makeup and hairspray. 
 
       “Going somewhere?” she asks and there’s lipstick on her teeth. “Why don’t you buy me a Sex on the Beach, handsome?” 
 
       “Not interested,” I snap, brushing past her and she cries after me, 
 
       “That stuck up, huh?” 
 
       More like can’t get it up, if the girl isn’t Greta. My body’s bound to hers. Unlike some of my brothers I don’t go to any temples or venerate any of the old god’s but I don’t need to. I already have something I venerate and it’s real and warm and soft and it smiles when I tell her I love her in her sleep. 
 
       Pushing the backdoor open, I step out into the alley and look around. A cat’s feasting on a trashcan to my left and I look to my right. The target and the woman are walking with their arms around each other and I track them. 
 
       “I love your blond hair,” the target drunkenly drawls, “if I squint it’ll almost be like fucking an uptown girl.” He bursts into laughter and fury rages in me. Unaware of that I’m coming after him, he pulls at the woman’s hair and she yaps, 
 
       “That hurts!” 
 
       “Yeah, whatever....,” the target turns from her. “Wait here, I need to take a leak.” 
 
       There’ll be more than just his piss leaking soon enough. 
 
       He turns to the brick wall, takes out his dick and starts littering and I take out my gun and fire. 
 
       Pow! 
 
       “Aaaah...,” the woman screams until I tell her to shut it and her mouth snaps closed. She looks from me to the dead man and jumps out of the way when blood soils her shoes. Between chattering teeth she whispers, “You killed him.” 
 
       Perceptive. Sudden guilt floods me. We usually don’t kill in front of women if we don’t have to but then something calculating sharpens her eyes. 
 
       “I’m a witness...,” she breathes. “Pay me off or I’m calling the coppers.” 
 
       Ah...there we go. Trying to be clever. A wrong move when it comes to dealing with my kind. 
 
       Sneering, I gently rasp, “Sugar, you don’t want to threaten me.” I pull up my sleeve, showing her my underarm where the mafia symbol is carved and recognition flares in her eyes. “Now scram,” I snarl and she squeaks and stumbles off into the dark. 
 
       I turn back to the target and tilt my head to the side. Not bad. The brick wall looks so much better painted a bright red. Stepping over his leg, I continue down the alley and walk out into the street. The few stars that are able to handle the city lights shine on the night sky. 
 
       The only reason I’m even noticing them is because of Greta. 
 
       She always pays attention to little details like those. How a privileged girl like her, still can be so in awe of the world is wondrous to me and part of why I crave her. Greta has what I don’t. Greta still sees what’s good in life while I’ve been in the darkness for too long. 
 
       Walking back home, I put my hands in my pockets. I’m still furious with her. If Greta wasn’t so damn delicate I’d pull her over my knee and give her a spanking until she screamed. Fuck, life was easier when my heart still was in my chest. 
 
       Now it’s with her, going wherever she goes. If I could I’d take it back, purely for survival reasons but you can’t put a heart back where it was, same way you can’t squeeze the paste back into the tube. 
 
       Raising my brows, I wonder what the hell I’m going on about but this is what she does to me. Turns a mobster into an amateur poet or some shit and I need her to let her guard down fast. 
 
       Preferably yesterday. 
 
       I stretch my neck side to side in annoyance because this deprivation is beginning to feel real torturous.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Entering the penthouse, the first thing I see is the glass covering the floor. Greta didn’t clean it up because the girl doesn’t know how to lift a finger. Not that I blame her. I’m the one who created the mess and I throw a quick glance in the broken mirror. 
 
       There’s some blood on my right cheek and I wipe it off. 
 
       It’s my attempt to be more presentable but I still look like the murderer who came in from the cold. 
 
       “Greta!” I call but there’s no response and I search for her until I find her in the kitchen. She’s sitting up on the kitchen island while trying to teach Baldur tricks and she’s so consumed by her new project she doesn’t notice me. 
 
       “Roll over,” she demands while Baldur looks at her with narrow eyes as if this is beneath him. Finally, he gives in and Greta rewards him with a cherry praline. “Good boy!” she cries and a reluctant smile tugs at my lips. 
 
       “You shouldn’t do that,” I rasp and she twitches, turning to look at me. “Chocolate’s poisonous to canines.” 
 
       Panic floods her face. “Oh no, I didn’t k...know.” 
 
       I shrug. “He’ll be fine. Mostly liquor in them anyway.” 
 
       Biting her lip, Greta slides down from the island and murmurs, “Where were you? You don’t seem drunk.” 
 
       “Took care of some things,” I reply and she wrings her hands. Tilting my head to the side, I add, “If you have any intention of telling me what that idiot was doing at our place, this would be a good time to do so.” Rage flashes in me again and my grip around the sink hardens. 
 
       “Dame Blanca sent him. She was sick and he’s her best student apparently...,” she trails off when I clarify, 
 
       “I meant what he was doing by our pool eye fucking you.” 
 
       Greta twitches before a somber look floods her face. “I’d rather not tell you,” she murmurs and the rage turns into agony. Did she invite him into that pool to seduce him? Can’t be. My pure Greta would never do something like that. 
 
       “Please,” I whisper in a strained voice. “Just tell me.” Before I drive myself crazy with conclusions. 
 
       “Dacre,” she murmurs, looking down at her hands and her face flushes when she bites her lip. “I’ve been bad.” 
 
       Crossing my arms over my chest, I jerk my chin. “What’ve you done?” 
 
       Glancing at me like I’m some raging judge, she slowly shakes her head. “I’m too embarrassed to tell you.” Her eyes turn shiny. “So ashamed.” 
 
       “Greta..., you can tell me anything.” 
 
       The shade of her face turns the color of poppy and my body reacts with carnal urgency. She’s irresistible to me like this. There’s nothing like her in my world. She’s one of a kind. Unique like a rare gem and I want her to shine only for me. Overwhelmed by my desire for her, I take a step closer but she pants and recoils. 
 
       Dammit this is my fault. The kiss could have made her warm up to me but I was too enraged to make it romantic. I just took her mouth up against that wall like I was going to hurt her if she didn’t comply and I tense. 
 
       “That scared of your own stepbrother?” Her own stepbrother who would never hurt her. Never let anyone mess up a precious hair on her head. I may be a monster but I’m not her monster. 
 
       “What were those men doing in your office?” she says in a low voice and her eyes are big and apprehensive. “Are you a k...killer?” 
 
       A muscle ticks in my jaw and I exhale, “Mobster.” 
 
       The world stops turning for a moment. 
 
       My little stepsister’s stunned but since she’s going to be mine she’d had to find out one day anyway. Awaiting her reaction, I expect for her to burst into tears or something but instead she’s paralyzed with surprise. It makes me want to hold her and tell her it’s not something she needs to be afraid of and I want to put my mouth on her again. 
 
       She tenses when I take another step closer and I stop, my eyes narrowing with aggravation and disappointment. “You’re never going to let me near you, are you?” I groan and the misery coats like cement over my chest. 
 
       “Dacre, wait...!” Greta blurts, reaching out but I’ve already walked away to give her space. 
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    Greta 
 
      
 
    Rubbing my forehead, I moan from frustration. That wasn’t me rejecting him. That was me being stunned. Not only am I being blackmailed but the stepbrother I’ve been living with this past year was a freaking mobster all this time. 
 
       No wonder I was half terrified of him, without completely knowing why. 
 
       Organized crime meets the upper echelon. 
 
       What are the odds? 
 
       Looking out into the hallway the pull for Dacre only gets stronger and stronger and I don’t want him to think I don’t want him near me. For goodness sake, my blackmailer sure knows I do! I need to tell Dacre all about it. 
 
       But he can’t know about the journal. 
 
       For one, who knows what he’ll do to sever the threat and second, those thoughts are private. The intimate musings of a girl who’s never been touched before. A chill sneaks down my spine. Or loved. Not to say my mother doesn’t love me....she does in her own way. And I think my father loved me even though he died from heartbreak when I was five as a result of my mother’s repetitive cheating. 
 
       Either way, I have a feeling that if Dacre found out about the journal he wouldn’t be worried about not being allowed near me. He’d be worried about how to get away from me. Wringing my hands, I walk up to his office and take a deep breath. 
 
       Hesitating, I finally decide to knock and Dacre calls for me to enter. Opening the door, I shudder at the sight of him. Of course he’s a mobster. What else. Everything about him screams manipulation and intelligence and brutality. 
 
       Sitting in his leather chair behind the desk, he puts his fingertips together, patiently waiting for me to step inside but he doesn’t say anything when I do. My cheeks heat because I’ve never felt more like a little sister before, feeling like I’m disturbing him. 
 
       I smile when Baldur rises from his position in front of the desk and nibbles my fingers. It tickles and I let out a snigger. Dacre shifts in his seat, his deep set eyes like two laser beams that pierce right through me and he frowns. 
 
       “Not scared of him anymore?” 
 
       “We’re friends now,” I murmur and Dacre leans forward. 
 
       “I’m jealous.” 
 
       My skin pebbles when Dacre’s intensity robs the air. It makes me flustered and at the same time it gives me this urgency to drop my clothes, sneak under the table, put my head in Dacre’s lap and show how much I appreciate him. 
 
       “Are you busy?” I whisper and his head moves in a slow shake. 
 
       “When have I ever not had time for you?” 
 
       Never. And the realization makes warmth spread in my body. And now I regret being so scared of him all the time. He has never hurt me and never will. He may be a criminal but he would never turn on me. 
 
       Giving him a sheepish smile, I blurt, “I need a favor.” 
 
       Dacre raises his brows. “Go on. I’ll give you whatever you want.” 
 
       Generous. “I need 200.000 dollars,” I divulge. “Cash.” If Dacre’s surprised by my outburst, he doesn’t show it. Instead he listens seriously, giving me his full attention. 
 
       “What for?” he asks and I curse myself for not coming up with a good excuse.  
 
       “Personal reasons,” I whisper and Dacre gives me a long look. He doesn’t like the secrecy but to my surprise he doesn’t insist on knowing the truth. Instead he just rises and opens up a safe inside the bookshelf behind his desk. 
 
       Grabbing the stacks of cash that I need, he sits down again and waves with the money in the air. 
 
       Relief floods me, my body bursting with gratitude and I practically fly over the floor when he stops me, yanking the money back. 
 
       “Ah-ah,” he rasps in a tone that gives me shivers and he raises his chin, causing his sharp cheekbones to protrude. “What do I get in return?” 
 
       Feeling like I just swallowed a lemon, I stare at him in shock. “W...what?” 
 
       He cocks a brow. “You didn’t just think I’d give this to you without getting something back, did you?” He slowly shakes his head. “That’s not how the real world works.” 
 
       I swallow. “I’ll pay you back...with interest.” 
 
       Dacre doesn’t seem pleased. “Not good enough.” He spreads his legs and puts one hand on his thigh. “I want something now.” 
 
       “But I don’t have anything to offer you,” I rasp and Dacre leans his head back. 
 
       “Think again, princess,” he urges. “And think real hard.” 
 
       It can’t be a kiss. He’s already kissed me and my kisses aren’t worth that much money anyway. What else can I give him....? 
 
       The only other thing is my body. The notion gets me all flustered and I must look like a deer in the headlights to Dacre. If we cross that line...then how can we go back to the way we were? And if we do cross it then we’ll have to explain ourselves to high society and our parents. 
 
       There were already so many rumors going on about us back in spring. People began whispering, thinking it was strange that a stepbrother and stepsister lived together when they’re both of age to live alone. I doubt Dacre knows anything about those rumors, though. 
 
       He’s all about his work while I’m the one socializing. Then again, Dacre probably wouldn’t care what they say but I do. I do care because I was raised to treat my reputation like it was a commodity. It’s all I’ve ever known. 
 
       “Princess,” Dacre rasps, stressing me and I suck my cheeks in from nervousness. “I’m waiting for you to tell me what you can give me in return.” 
 
       Dragging an inhale so fast I snort, I ignore his question and walk over to the window. “Look at those trees. Don’t they move so nicely in the wind?” I whisper nervously. “Like they’re waltzing...,” I trail off, realizing that Dacre probably couldn’t care less about my random observations but then I catch the look on his face in the window. 
 
       He looks...peaceful. The tense muscle on his face easing, his broad shoulders sinking... 
 
       For once Dacre, actually looks huggable and I want to wrap myself around him and use him as a human pacifier. Too anxious to tell him I’m ready to offer up my body, I decide to just discreetly show him. 
 
       It’s harder than it seems and I feel like every spotlight in the world is on me when I turn my focus to a marble bust representing a half-naked female with no head and a sarong around her hips. “What’s her name?” I whisper but then curse myself. 
 
       What kind of a question is that? 
 
       Even Dacre seems taken off guard and rasps, “She doesn’t have one.” 
 
       Giving him what I hope is a sultry smile, I toy with my skirt to make it flare, and that sharpens Dacre’s attention because he leans forward. Yes it’s working! I’m not the complete disaster I thought I’d be and I straighten with newfound confidence. 
 
       “Maybe her name could be Greta,” I murmur, “or princess?” 
 
       Dacre doesn’t say anything but the hot look in his eyes turns into lava and I gulp when my skin begins to feel like I’m about to be thrown into a volcano. Letting out a breathy laugh, I add, “Her breasts are naked.” 
 
       My stepbrother clears his throat and I want to kick myself. Obviously he can see that she’s naked but for some reason, I can’t stop myself. “And they’re so perky...,” I continue and I don’t know where I’m going with this, “and she has no head. Or eyes or lips...” 
 
       I need to be quiet. It started out okay but now I’m just making it worse and mild confusion colors Dacre’s eyes but he still seems interested and I pinch my lips, giving it one more try. “Maybe you need to give her a head,” I whisper, “or maybe it’s me who needs to give you h...head...” 
 
       What on earth am I doing...? 
 
       This is not working at all and I’m so embarrassed by my little performance that I rush out of the office, but not before accidentally stepping on Baldur’s tail and he lets out an offended howl. Great! Add animal cruelty to the list of my specialties! Burying my face in my head, I groan with the notion that I don’t know how I’ll be able to come back from this. 
 
       If Dacre was willing to pay me earlier he sure won’t be willing anymore. I have no idea what I was blabbing about in there but I’m pretty certain I ruined everything. I could probably undress to just a candy thong and skimp right in front of Dacre and he’d politely decline. 
 
       My package may signal that I have all my ducks in a row but truth is that I’m an upper class catastrophe. Ladies and gents, I give you: The Simpleton Seductress aka. How Not To Seduce A Mobster. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Dacre 
 
      
 
    Dragging a hand through my hair, I look at the closed door. What was that? It started out so damn sexy before she freaked out and ran like she had the devil himself chasing her. I glance at the bust and chuckle. 
 
       Despite what Greta may think, I more than enjoyed her little performance but now she’s gone. She’s not with me, like she’s supposed to be and I grab a pen, twirling it between my fingers. Her wariness of me is frustrating as hell. Letting out a curse, I drag my nails across the desk before pounding my fist in annoyance. 
 
       My need for her is something that shouldn’t be toyed with. 
 
       It’s not run-of-the-mill, it’s not fleeting and it sure as fuck isn’t comfortable walking around with a hard on all the time that I can’t get rid of no matter how many times I try taking care of it myself. 
 
       Letting out an impatient groan, I figure I got two choices. Either I leave for the night and let the mob life take the edge off or I walk into Greta’s room and slide into bed with her like I did yesterday. In the end the latter choice wins. 
 
       Trailing down the dark hallway, I turn the knob and as expected Greta’s fast asleep. A smirk curves my mouth and I walk inside, gently closing the door behind me. Her curtains aren’t completely drawn and the room not as dark as it would be if they were. 
 
       She’s knocked out flat on her stomach, her one arm lingering below the edge of the bed and I want to tuck her in. She’s the apple of my eye. The one thing I care about above all. If the choice was between her on my brother in the mafia, she’d always win. 
 
       And thing is that even if she doesn’t know it, Greta needs someone like me in her life. Her mother’s selfish, her father dead and she has no siblings or other close relatives. Who else would watch over her, if not me? 
 
       “My Greta,” I whisper in the dark, my voice filling with emotion and desire but she doesn’t awaken. I wonder what she dreams about. I dream about her all the fucking time. I used to keep a gun underneath my pillow in the past but these days I got a photo of Greta instead. 
 
       Weapons used to soothe the restlessness I’d feel in my veins but now Greta does that for me. 
 
       I’ve had my walls up most of my life, thought that if a woman ever wanted to get past them she’d had to use a sledgehammer.    But Greta made them tumble down easier than that. Just a simple blow with her pink mouth and I crumbled. 
 
       It was astonishing how little she had to do to get me down on my knees. My little stepsister’s worthy of an award and filling with tenderness, I stand by the edge of her bed, looking down at her like a creep while admiring her lush hair. 
 
       There’s so many different shades, pale caramel, butter blond and white like snow and my whole body aches. I need something. She needs to give me something. Her beauty is beyond compare but not in a superficial way. Her beauty’s healing. It nurtures and soothes a hardened soul. 
 
       Rain gently starts smacking on the window, the sound reminding me of tracing fingertips and the traffic lights illuminate the shape of Greta. And it’s a hell of a shape, elegant angles and coy curves wherever I look and that ache in my body increases. 
 
       Maybe getting into bed with her tonight is too risky. If I wrap my arms around her, I’ll do more than just hold her. But I can’t leave empty handed. Reaching for a pair of silver scissors she keeps on her desk, I walk closer and grab one of her locks. 
 
       Shame that I’m going to do this. She’s too perfect to change anything but I need something of hers and her tresses are so full, she won’t miss it. Scissoring a piece of the lock, I hold it in my hand and it’s softer than silk. 
 
       Putting it to my nose, I inhale and the scent makes my eyes roll back in my head. Stepbrother has a piece of her now and I want to put it in the safe in my office. It’ll be that little part of her that nobody ever will be able to take from me. 
 
       Wherever she goes, Greta leaves her DNA just like all humans. She leaves traces of her on strangers, on places and sometimes the jealousy gets unbearable. But that s-shaped little lock...that’s all mine. Bending down I trail feather light kisses up her arm to thank her for her gift and I linger on her shoulder, wanting to make my way up to her neck when she suddenly yanks her arm back, rolls over and screams. 
 
       The shriek pierces through the dark like a blade, causing Baldur to bark outside in the hallway and I clamp my hand over Greta’s mouth but not before hiding the piece of her hair in my pocket. 
 
       “Quiet,” I hiss, “it’s just me.” 
 
      Eyes flaring, she fidgets between the sheets, trying to pull my hand down but there’s something deeply satisfying about keeping it over her mouth. Keeping her sounds and moans all to myself and suddenly I’m unable to pull away and I straddle her, making sure not to put my whole weight on her. 
 
       Greta’s body dips, the surprise in her eyes increasing and she pants under my palm, “What are you doing here?” 
 
       Apparently I snapped and I’m now fulfilling my deepest, darkest desires. 
 
       “You want the money,” I rasp and she blinks up at me before eagerly nodding. “Then in return, you’re going to give me this.” I give her left breast a light smack, causing it to jiggle seductively beneath her gauzy nightgown and Greta gasps. 
 
       I remove my hand from her mouth and she whispers, “I’ll give you anything you want. Just don’t completely t...tear me up, please.” 
 
       Suspicions flare in me. “Why the fuck not, princess?” Does she need to keep that straitlaced slit tight for someone else? 
 
       She swallows. “I’ve never had much of a tough heart to begin with.” 
 
       Her heart. She’s talking about her heart. A smile lingers behind my mouth. “Stepbrother wouldn’t hurt you,” I whisper. “You know that.” She smiles back and I brush my lips over hers, causing her to moan into my mouth and I drop all self-restraint. “Mouth’s too damn good...,” I groan and I lose myself in the kiss. 
 
       She struggles to keep up with me, eagerly lifting her face to give me everything I want. Underneath me, she grinds her hips against mine and there’s a little bit of spice in her that I didn’t expect. The combination of her innocence and girly craziness drives me wild and I want her with a desperation that sends alarms off in the back of my head. 
 
       I should be careful with her, take my time but it’s too hard and the seams containing my patience are already bursting. 
 
       Nuzzling her throat, I murmur comforting words but before I know it I’m snarling and growling, licking and sucking on her skin until she cries out in surprise. Tugging at both our clothes, I rip at the fabrics until we’re naked and Greta stares at me with swollen lips, nipples and core. A haze covers my eyes. 
 
       What the hell have I done to deserve her? 
 
       Nothing. 
 
       But I don’t need to deserve her, she’s mine regardless. Stroking her waist, she moans softly when my pawning becomes too heavy-handed but she doesn’t stop me, her hips rolling up and down on the mattress like her body’s crying out for fulfillment.  
 
       Pressing a digit into her, I wait for her reaction and her chest heaves, her eyes flaring like she’s never even used a tampon. I distract her with a kiss before increasing the pressure and she rocks against my hand, her body erupting into little tremors and I loom over her, focusing on Greta so much that everything else disappears. 
 
       Feels like the whole damn bed is spinning and I’m drunk on her, wild with satisfaction that I finally get to have her and she’s the thing that every man in the mob looks for. The northern star. The one we’d slay all dragons for. She whimpers behind our kiss, sobbing a little when I grope her tits and when she comes for the first time, she digs her nails into my back. 
 
       I let out an involuntary hiss and high on her pleasure she looks at me through hooded eyes. “What is it?” she croaks. 
 
       “Just some fresh ink,” I groan, “but don’t worry about that. You have more important things to think about.” 
 
       “Such as...?” she silences when I put the tip of my shaft against her entrance and her breath delays in her throat. “Oh yes...,” she whimpers, “that...” 
 
       “My princess’s a fast learner,” I grin, pressing into her some more and her face twists into beautiful agony. It breaks me, the trust she has in me, the generosity of her that allows me to corrupt that classy, prissy body that I bet has never even broken a sweat in her life. I tilt her hips to get a better angle and her eyes flutter. 
 
       Fuck, she’s going to like it deep and I nearly let out a howl at the ceiling. 
 
       Her body twists and coils, taunting me with its youth and beauty and I ram myself into her. She cries out, arching and her head hits the headboard. I still for a moment giving her a chance to adjust before something demanding flashes in her eyes. Someone needs their little slit whipped and I clasp her hips, obliging and she lets out shocked frantic sounds that echo like music in my ears. 
 
       She tears at my head, her eyes squeezing, lower lip trembling and I can barely stand seeing her like this. It’s like watching the object of your adulation come to life and I’m having a hard time breathing. Opening up to me even more, she wraps her long legs around my hips. 
 
       “Dacre...,” she helplessly whimpers, “if you stop I’ll start crying.” 
 
       Her words tug at my heart, ripping at it and I stroke her over the head. “I won’t stop, princess.” But she might start crying anyway. With a roar, I tear into her, going as deep as I dare and her whole body arches into a bridge. 
 
       Heat rolls off of me and my desire for her makes me reckless, irresponsible with her and I feel like a mallet demolishing porcelain. Her nails drag and up and down my lower back, her head tossing back as she goes wild and the cracks in her perfection only make her even more flawless. 
 
       The pleasure’s mind-blowing. Her tightness acting like a vice and who the hell would’ve thought she’d had that force in her but I’m fucking chained. Bound. My violent thrusts make her gasp and each time I go deeper, she begs for more as if she’s insatiable and our mouths clash, our tongues twisting, our sex hooking. I smack in and out of her, rutting and she hisses and snarls at me, her hair hitting me in the face, sweat running down her body and wetting her silk sheets. 
 
       A second later tears burst from her eyes and she clutches around me so damn hard it hurts and the climax causes us both to cry out. Whimpering, she lets out a needy sob before dropping to the pillows with a dazed look on her face. 
 
       I roll over to give her a chance to breathe but regret my choice because the second I do, she decides to get up. 
 
       “Where are you going?” I growl and she twitches as her naked body breaks out into goosebumps. Pink in the face, she whispers, 
 
       “I’m all sticky between my legs. I need to shower.” 
 
    Her prissiness will be the death of me and my dick agrees, immediately getting ready for another round. 
 
       Wrapping my arms around her waist, I yank her back to bed, snatch my belt and use it to tie up her wrists to keep her in place. She fidgets, panting and looks at me like she doesn’t know whether to cry for help or already ask for seconds. 
 
       “I’ll clean up that mess for you,” I rasp, pushing her thighs apart before positioning myself between them. Lowering my mouth, I grin against her pulsating flesh, “After all, what are stepbrother’s for?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    8. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Greta 
 
      
 
    We’ve crossed a line. 
 
       And it was the most amazing thing ever. 
 
       I’ve been thinking about Dacre all day, wanting him to come home from the streets and at the same time I want him to take his time. A couple of hours before midnight, and I’m already sneaking around in his office. 
 
       He didn’t make a big deal out of giving me the money but they are on his desk and I sneak the cash into my bag. With my heart beating like a frantic freight train, I put on my clothes, tell Baldur to stay put and leave the apartment. 
 
       The city life is busy this evening and it takes forever until I get to cross the street. Down at the stables, I’m so nervous I barely have the time to cuddle with Guinevere when she happily neighs at me. I’m going to the drop off without a weapon and I don’t know any self-defense but in case anything goes wrong I’ll at least have a thousand pound horse to hide behind. 
 
       Tacking Guinevere, I sit up and steer her toward the park. We ride in the park quite a lot and she doesn’t fuss, not even when daylight begins to dim. I’m so on edge I barely dare to breathe when I realize it’s not all just about the drop off. 
 
       Something feels...different. 
 
       I can’t explain it but there are constant shivers down my spine, goosebumps prickling the back of my neck and I can only remember one other time when I felt like this. In high school when we were doing a play and I was on stage, having all eyes on me. 
 
       Frowning, I look around. 
 
       I’m not being watched am I? 
 
       The park is the same as always, there’s the pond, the volleyball net and the colorful leaves make it look like it’s bedazzled with amber and copper. And yet I can’t shake the feeling that someone’s gaze is zoning in on me. 
 
       I want Dacre to be here. He would’ve known how to handle this. Swallowing, I grab the reins tighter, cantering Guinevere until the clock nears midnight and the park empties on people. 
 
       Jumping down from Guinevere, I wrap the reins around a tree trunk and pull the hoodie of my lavender cape over my head. A fog begins rolling in, causing my breath to turn into thick clouds and I shiver, looking around in every direction. 
 
       What if my blackmailer attacks me...? 
 
       And for some reason I’m more worried about coming home to Dacre with a black eye than being beat up. If he sees me like that I have a feeling he wouldn’t spare a single man crossing his path, innocent or not innocent. 
 
       The chill’s getting worse and worse and I’m starting to wonder if this was just some trick someone played to mess with me when I see a dark figure between the trees. My breath hitches in my throat and I whimper, 
 
       “I got the money. They’re in my bag.” 
 
       The figure remains motionless and I wonder whether to just toss him the bag and escape on Guinevere when he takes a step closer. Something about the way he moves is familiar and the hair on my nape rises. 
 
       I can’t see the figure’s eyes but somehow I still feel them piercing into mine and he steps out from the mist and shadows and I gasp in shock. 
 
       “You!” I breathe and Dacre looks down on me. “B...but...” 
 
       I’m confused and a slow smile crosses Dacre’s face. 
 
       “Don’t get angry, princess,” he whispers. “I did what I had to. You never would have let me anywhere near you if I hadn’t blackmailed you.” 
 
       Croaking something incoherent, I shake my head, still struggling to wrap my mind around this. “You read my diary,” I pant and the realization hits me like a sucker punch. Dacre knows everything, every little dirty thought I’ve had about him and I put my palms up on his chest to steady myself. 
 
       “You had no right to do that,” I moan. “That was so mean of you.” 
 
       He chuckles, stroking the side of my face and his hands are always so careful when touching me. “There’s no line I wouldn’t cross when it comes to us. I had to have you, Greta.” His eyes flash. “I still have to have you.” 
 
       A surprised sound pops from my mouth when his hands go to take off my clothes and he curses, “Fuck, next time you’re keeping those riding boots but for now we’ll just leave the cape on.” 
 
       Moaning, while he undresses me, I lean my head against his shoulder and he’s so hard for me when I cup him that I purr, “Does my stepbrother have a fetish for Red Riding Hood?” 
 
       Dacre’s eyes flash and he clasps my chin. “I got a fetish for you, princess,” he groans, thrusting into my palm. “Fuck, your tits are so milky they’re practically self-reflective in the dark.” I laugh but he shuts me up by yanking a nipple into his mouth and sucks like he’s trying to squeeze all my milkshake out of me. 
 
       I cry out, tugging at his hair until I fear I’m hurting him but he doesn’t seem to care, lost in pleasure and sensation. The fog wraps around us like a third lover and Dacre pulls me down on the grass. I’m so lost in him, and in the back of my head a thought pops. This is just like the reoccurring fantasy in my diary. 
 
       The one where I’m the princess and Dacre the dangerous stranger who ravages me in a meadow. I whimper at both how evil and creative he is. With a deep, quick stroke he pushes inside of me and I gasp. 
 
       He just t...took me and my body clutches around him like a desperate mistress. With a groan he lowers his face to tug and play with my breasts, his fingers strumming my clit until all the manipulation with my nerves make me scream. 
 
       His energy’s animalistic, making my core hurt. I need him so much it almost cuts me in two. I’m so turned on by his predatory hunger that I’, just as wild as he is. I whimper, my cheek pressing against the grass while Dacre pounds into me from behind. The thrusts are ferocious and he brings out another side of me. 
 
       I’m raw when I’m with Dacre. Passionate and I don’t care if I break a nail as long as he keeps ramming me. 
 
       “Love having stepbrother inside of you?” Dacre growls and my jaw slacks. 
 
       “Y...yes,” I pant and I do love it. “Your fucking feels so good.” My cheeks heat because it’s the first time I’ve ever used that word out loud but Dacre groans, more than enjoying my boldness, going deeper and I’m so pinned on him that I’m completely helpless. 
 
       I scream at him to fuck me harder, needing him to soak me and I crave the onslaught. This brave new side of me pumps Dacre up until he wrenches me up and down on his shaft like a maniac and I bounce like a firecracker. He hammers me, his thickness so consuming that my thighs tremble, arms aching and I’m barely able to keep myself up. 
 
       “I love you.” I whine, “please, I love you so much. Just keep g...going...” 
 
       “Love you too, princess,” Dacre moans. “You’re my good girl. My special girl.” He twists his hips, hitting an angle I never knew he could hit and I unravel. My knees buck and I moan with abandon when he yanks at my hair and pulls my head back until our eyes meet. 
 
       “Want to look at you when you come,” he grits, his eyes boring into mine and he bellows when he shoots his come into my core and I squeeze, making sure to take every little drop and then we collapse. 
 
       Dacre breathes like a brute on top of me and I wrap my arms around him, carefully tracing the ink on the back of his shoulders. It’s written in runes and I ask what it says. 
 
       “Spells your name,” he murmurs. “I’m yours, baby. Just as much as you’re mine.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what time it is but the sun’s about to rise when we drop off Guinevere at the stables and walk back home. My face heats when Dacre pulls a leaf out of my hair. He chuckles, groping for my butt and pulling me in for a kiss but I jump out of the way. 
 
       He frowns in surprise and I give him a quick smile because I don’t want him to feel rejected. Dacre means the world to me but we’re not in that park meadow anymore, surrounded by the dark where everything forbidden is allowed to exist. 
 
       We’re out in the open now and people are leaving for work and...and what if we run into someone? What if they get suspicious seeing me and Dacre like this? I can already imagine all the rumors and I know they wouldn’t be the nice ones. 
 
       High society doesn’t care about feelings. They care about what’s appropriate. 
 
       And Dacre and I aren’t. 
 
       Glancing at Dacre to see if he’s upset with me, I draw a sigh of relief when it seems like he’s already dropped it. He’s looking straight ahead, his eyes relaxed but there’s some tension around his jawline. 
 
       Once we’re about to cross the street, Dacre reaches for my hand but I keep it tightly pressed to my side and this time I don’t get away with it as easily. 
 
       “What’s wrong?” Dacre rasps, raising his brows. “Why can’t you just hold my hand?” 
 
       “I want to,” I breathe. “I want nothing more than to hold your hand but...,” I bite my lip, “what will people say?” 
 
       A shadow crosses Dacre’s face. “People?” His gaze darkens. “You’re letting people get in the way of our relationship?” 
 
       “No,” I breathe. “We can be together behind closed doors and eventually we’ll go p...public but now’s not the time.” 
 
       Pinching the bridge of his nose, Dacre rasps, “Greta...I’ve claimed you. Which means I have a claim on you which means I want everyone to know.” 
 
       My pulse picks up in my temples and I try to be reasonable. “I understand. But you’ll have to compromise.” 
 
       “I don’t compromise,” Dacre snaps and I flare out with my hands. Pulling my fingers through my hair, I cross the street when the stoplight turns green and something rebellious snaps in me because he just doesn’t get it. 
 
       Dacre’s never been under the microscope the way I have. He doesn’t know what it’s like to have people judge you for wearing the wrong shade of foundation or because you don’t speak a third language. 
 
       It’s easy for him. He doesn’t care about what anyone thinks. 
 
       “Please let’s just do this my way...,” I plead, trailing off when Dacre turns white in the face. 
 
       “Watch out!” 
 
       My breath punches out of me when Dacre lunges, shoving me out of the way and I scream when the car slams into him, lifting him in the air and he falls on the hood before rolling down on the ground. He lays there lifeless and I sway before crying, 
 
       “Dacre!” Tears stream down my eyes as I go to my knees beside him and take his face into my hands. “Please...I’m sorry, I’m so sorry...” 
 
       His lids flutter, his gaze struggling to focus. “Don’t cry, princess.” 
 
       But of course I’m crying. He could’ve died because I refused to hold his hand! Because I cared about what people would think! None of that matters anymore. The only thing that matters is Dacre and I squeeze his hand and I’m relieved when I hear sirens in the distance. 
 
       “I won’t ever leave you,” I whimper. “I’ll always love you and I don’t care who knows. I want to walk by your side, Dacre. Forever. I’ll do anything for you. Just please don’t die on me.” 
 
       A pale smile curves his mouth and he coughs. I dry off the blood running down from his temple with my cloak and struggle not to sob. “Don’t move”, I plead when he fidgets but he ignores me and pulls off one of his skull rings and threads it on my ring finger. 
 
       “Marry me,” he groans as he’s getting paler and paler. “Fuck just say yes, or I may not survive this.” 
 
       Gasping for air, I panic and slant my lips over his. “Yes,” I whisper. “Yes, yes...I’ll marry you.” 
 
       Cupping my neck he kisses me back and I don’t care about the people watching. We don’t have anything to hide. Our love is perfect. Beautiful. And nothing’s allowed to come in between us. 
 
       And nothing ever will. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dacre-TWO YEARS LATER 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fancy tea room. What the fuck am I even doing in a place like this? Oh yeah...Greta. She insisted I come and spend time with her and some couple she wants to introduce. She claims we don’t do enough couple activities. 
 
       I happen to disagree. We do plenty. Just that they’re usually constricted to the four walls of our soundproofed bedroom. 
 
       “What were their names again?” I ask and Greta scowls at me. 
 
       “The Bosworth’s,” she reminds me, “and Dacre please don’t do that...” 
 
       I freeze with the whiskey I was about to pour into the tea. “What?” 
 
       Rolling her eyes, she sniggers and rocks our son in his stroller. “You’re being bad.” 
 
       “Do you care?” 
 
       She shrugs. “Not as much as I used to.” 
 
       That’s definitely true. After that damn freak accident, Greta’s whole perspective changed. She visited me at the hospital every single day, fed me fresh and organic food, conceived a child with me and kissed me in front of everyone. 
 
       Greta’s still my uptown girl but she’s completely mine. 
 
       Not even our parents were allowed to say anything. She fought for our relationship with the fierceness of a kitten that just discovered her claws. Slapping me on my thigh she excitedly breathes, 
 
       “There they are.” 
 
       The Bosworth’s seem like the average snobs but I stay polite, greeting them though my eyes never leave the man. Did he just linger a second longer on Greta than he should? I squeeze his hand harder and he grimaces but at least his eyes leave Greta. 
 
       My wife brims with happiness. She’s rounder and fuller after the pregnancy and looks good enough to eat. Hunger burns in my throat and I put my hand on her thigh under table. A pink flush spreads over her cheeks. She glances at me as if telling me to behave but I think I’m being pretty well-behaved. 
 
       Doing most of the small talk, Greta laughs and gesticulates with her hands while telling some anecdote and I’m smacked by a sudden urge to just take her the hell away from here. I don’t like the way the male keeps looking at her, keeps looking at her mouth... 
 
       And fuck did his eyes just linger around her cleavage? 
 
       A muscle ticks in my jaw and I reach for my gun. 
 
       “Isn’t that the funniest thing, Dacre?” Greta sniggers together with the woman and I frown. 
 
       “Hilarious,” I snarl even though I have no idea what they were talking about. I’m too busy keeping myself under control and Greta brushes me off with a laugh and reaches for the baby who’s woken up and is all cranky. 
 
       And hungry. 
 
       Smacking her lips, Greta tugs at her top and the male’s eyes flash with interest. Fuck, I’d rather die than let that piece of filth watch her while she nourishes our family and I put the gun against his balls. 
 
       He straightens, gulping and our eyes meet over the table. 
 
       The women don’t notice anything and Greta’s pulled a scarf over to conceal herself but it doesn’t matter. He’s not watching her anymore. He’s too scared to lose his balls. 
 
       A smirk pulls at my lips. 
 
       The whole gun thing cuts the meetup short and the couple excuse themselves and leave. 
 
       “I hope it wasn’t anything I said,” Greta murmurs, looking after them in confusion. “Do you think I came on too strong?” 
 
       Putting the gun back, I shake my head. “Nah. You were perfect.” 
 
       She beams up at me and sighs. “I was, wasn’t I? Let’s finish our tea and go home.” 
 
       Finally. 
 
       I’m done sharing Greta with everybody else and she knows me so well. 
 
       “Oh and Dacre...,” Greta muses, flicking her hair back, “maybe next time, you could try not to pull your shooter?” 
 
       A grin crosses my face. “You noticed?” 
 
       “Having a mobster for a husband has taught me a few things here and there,” she smiles and I yank her in close. 
 
       “About weapons?” 
 
       She nods, eyes lowering before our lips meet in a kiss. “And I’m pretty sure that bulge down your pants isn’t your gun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Fixer’s Angel 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Skyla 
 
      
 
    This isn’t how I thought my life would turn out. At the age of twenty, I thought I’d already be married to a strapping handsome young man who’d relentlessly work day and night to put a bun in my oven. We’d live in a nice little house and enjoy very practical and comfortable things such as heat and running water. 
 
       I have none of that. Instead, I’m sitting on a park bench in the middle of the night and shivering like a pathetic little leaf in my rags. Turning myself into a pretzel to keep the warmth, I blow on my hands and rub them together to get the circulation going. 
 
       I’ve been on the streets for a month now and it doesn’t look like there’s a silver lining coming my way anytime soon. 
 
       I lost my job and then I got kicked out by my greedy landlord because I couldn’t pay the rent. I promised him I’d scrape together the money if he gave me some time but he just barked that he didn’t give a damn. 
 
       Alas, here I am now. 
 
       Tragic is what it is and I wrap my jacket tighter around my body and shiver again. Why is it so damn cold? I tense when I see something fluttering in the light of the lamppost and I reach out with my hand to see if it is what I think it is. 
 
       When the snowflake melts in the heat of my palm, I groan. Great. As if things couldn’t get any worse. I won’t be able to survive a night out if it’s going to be that cold and I get up. 
 
       I don’t want to go to the shelter because I don’t like some of the people working there and the only living relative I have is an uncle whom I’ve never really gotten to know. He was my mother’s brother but they never got along and she never spoke about him. 
 
       All I have is an old photo of him and her, crumpled in my pocket. 
 
       I took it, thinking that maybe I’d seek him out if push comes to shove. Now though, I realize what a dumb idea that was. I don’t even know how to find him. When I searched for his name, nothing came up. 
 
       Guess that means this unlucky bird’s on her own then. 
 
       Oh well, whatever...I’m sure I’ll manage. 
 
       But I still walk through the streets and alleys with a lump in my throat, sulking because of how quickly things changed. Just one month ago, I was like any other girl, putting up silly dance videos on social media and eating ice cream right out of the bucket whenever I got the lady blues but now... 
 
       Now everything’s a hassle. 
 
       Trying to search for a place to stay over the night, I shiver when I see some shadowy figures moving behind me and I break out into mild panic. I better get off the streets now. Cutting into an alley, I jog and look around in surprise when I realize how far from the city center I’ve gotten... 
 
       This is...creepy. 
 
       I hesitate by a building that looks like a deserted warehouse. What’s a girl to do? Either I stay out on the streets where anything can happen to me or I seek shelter in a creepy, old warehouse. Both options suck but when I hear nearing footsteps, I sneak in through a rectangular window that leads to a basement. 
 
       Shivers crawl down my spine because of how forsaken it is but at least it’s empty and warm. Maybe this won’t be so bad after all. And it seems pretty safe. I walk farther down the hall, feeling a pinch of relief when I see a couple of cardboard boxes in the corner. 
 
       There’s an entire pile and I flatten out a couple of them to make myself a bed. Feeling pretty good about my little shelter, I reach into my pocket and pick out a raspberry swirl caramel. My lips curl in an excited smile. I’ve been saving this all day and I carefully unwrap the pink paper and put it in my mouth. 
 
       It tastes delicious and the inside’s all gooey and I’m already in a better mood. I have a place to sleep, I’ve had my little dinner and most importantly I’m not on the street anymore. Yawning, I stare up at the ceiling, trying not to think of all the spiders and rats that could be crawling around... 
 
       Wait, rats? 
 
       Ooh...I really don’t like those and I stiffen when I hear a scraping sound in the distance. Please don’t let it be a rat. Let it be a cute little mouse that can be my little friend. But it’s not a rat or a mouse and my blood freezes when I hear coughing. 
 
       Someone’s here. 
 
       Peeking behind the boxes, I swallow a whimper when I see three men. Two of them are ridiculously tall with pale hair and the third is smaller with a red mop on his head. My heart pounds as the redhead pleads, 
 
       “Guys I swear, this is where I put the money.” 
 
       “You’re lying Leno,” one of the pale haired giants curses and I hide a gasp when he grabs him around the collar. “Where the fuck’s the cash?” 
 
       “I don’t know. Someone must’ve taken it...” 
 
       “Yeah, your accomplice took them! Don’t fuck around with us, Leno. You know the consequences.” 
 
       The redhead man turns white in the face. Obviously in panic mode, he raises a fist and throws a punch but it never lands. He’s already been shot. 
 
       Eyes straining from the shock, I struggle to choke down my scream. What the...! Did I just witness a murder? I think I did and my entire body goes numb, my mind blanking and I passively look on as the two men leave while the third lies motionless on the floor. 
 
       I need to get up and go. It’s not safe for me to stay here. 
 
       But it’s as if my body refuses to do what my mind wants. I can’t feel my legs or my arms or any muscle in my body. It’s as if I’m paralyzed from the waist down. I’m not sure how long I stay that way but fatigue takes over, making me feel like I’m drifting. 
 
       I’ve never been in a situation like this one. Never witnessed a murder before and I’ve never been this scared. I try not to look at the dead body but I already have images in my mind of how his wraith rises and haunts me for not trying to save him. 
 
       Dragging a breath, I slowly count to ten to get myself to relax. It seems to be working because the numbing in my body eventually dissipates. I’m about to get up when I hear footsteps again. 
 
       What now? Is there no end to this nightmare? 
 
       Hiding behind the boxes, I freeze when I see a man who appears to be well over seven feet tall thunder down the shadowy halls. His hair’s whiter than frost and straighter than a sword’s blade. It tumbles from a prominent widow’s peak down to his waist and flutters behind him like the body of a ghost. 
 
       I gulp, taking in his black leather coat and leather boots and I’m envious against my will. I wish I could have something just as warm. There’s no shirt under his coat, just bare skin but it seems to be covered with something...tattoos maybe. His face is sharp and severe and I’m guessing he’s late thirties or early forties. 
 
       My hand twitches when I realize I’m inspecting him a little too closely. Why? I gulp.     I guess it’s because I’ll need to describe him to law enforcement later. It’s obvious he’s not someone with the purest intentions. 
 
       The way he moves is lethal as is the way his eyes scan the area. His eyes are nearly colorless, like vapor and I cower to avoid him seeing me. He seems on edge, suspicious but maybe this is just his personality. 
 
       Peeking behind the boxes, I’m relieved to see that he’s not staring straight at me but his shoulders are still tense, and he sniffs the air. I go numb again. Can he smell me? Pulling my sweater to my nose, I inwardly groan. 
 
       Earlier in the day, I snuck into a perfumery and rubbed on some fragrance oil to cheer myself up. It was the highlight of my week but man do I regret this now. It so wasn’t worth it if it means the scariest male I’ve ever seen is going to blow my worthless cover. 
 
       I brace myself but he stops sniffing the air and turns his attention to the dead body. He gives the man a shove with his boot before saying something in a foreign language. Maybe it was a curse, sounded like one anyway. 
 
       I’m expecting him to be sad or angry, thinking maybe Leno is somebody he knew but then he pulls out a tarp and I figure he’s probably chummier with the giants who were here earlier. The ones who killed the man. The murderers. 
 
       Oh, this male is definitely not one of the good guys. 
 
       Since I’m cornered, I have no other option than wait for him to finish his business. Somehow he manages to stop the man’s bleeding and rolls him up in the tarp. Grabbing a bucket of water, he begins scrubbing the floor and his role dawns on me. 
 
       He’s here to clean up the murder scene. Cover all tracks so there’s no evidence left for the cops. 
 
       Shuddering, I stare while he goes on with his business and I’ve never seen someone move so fluently and effortlessly. He rises so fast, I barely get a chance to blink and then he grabs a bottle of something that smells antiseptic and drizzles it over the floor. 
 
       It looks like he’s painting a canvas and I tilt my head to the side. 
 
       He’s so...phantomlike. Like he’s barely there and just part of a fever dream of mine. I’d be surprised if I would actually feel flesh if I reached out and touched him. I wonder what he’d feel like under my fingertips. Probably like steel and my cheeks heat when I feel a ceaseless throbbing between my legs. 
 
       There’s obviously something wrong with me. It must be from the lack of good nutrition and good sleep. There’s no other explanation for it. It’s just not normal to be aroused by a terrifying stranger right after witnessing a murder. 
 
       But there’s something about the male that gets to me. In another life, I would’ve liked to have gotten to know him. Pinching my lips, I exhale from relief when the male gathers up his stuff, getting ready to leave but then I catch a movement from the corner of my eye. 
 
       We have another visitor and the male doesn’t notice. For some reason, I want to cry out a warning and I have no idea where this protectiveness is coming from. I don’t know him, I’m not going to get to know him but I don’t want to see him get caught off guard. 
 
       For some reason, I don’t want him to get hurt. 
 
       To my relief my male notices someone else is here and he sneers, turning around so fast his edges almost turn into a blur and he’s on full alert. 
 
       “Where’s Leno?” the newcomer asks and my male growls, 
 
       “Who the fuck’s Leno?” 
 
       The dead guy! I want to cry but I keep my mouth shut, right until I realize the newcomer has a gun behind his back. I’m unable to hold down a whimper, squeaking like a little animal and it faintly echoes in the warehouse. 
 
       Two pairs of eyes turn to me. I’ve been discovered. Then everything turns into a blur. My male and I lock eyes and it feels like I’ve been dipped in the smoothest, iciest diamond lake. His gaze is rich, desirous, adoring and he looks at me like I’m the only girl left alive. 
 
       We connect and intertwine but then the newcomer takes out his gun. 
 
       “You brought your female?” he snarls and I panic when he raises the weapon and points at...my male. 
 
       Terrified and without thinking, I shove the boxes to the side and throw myself in between. 
 
       And the bullet... 
 
       Pierces right through my flesh. 
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    I do what I’m hired to do. I don’t ask any questions and I don’t stick around for any questions that might be asked. My profession is a fixer for the Nordic Mafia. I clean up whenever there’s been a little “accident” so to speak. 
 
       There’s nobody better than me. I’m known as Phantom because of how fast I move and how well I do my job. Few people have seen my face and those who have don’t live to tell it. 
 
       I don’t interact with the other mobsters and they don’t interact with me. Nobody other than the boss knows who I am. I’m not even a tangible person to most of them, I’m more of an abstract figure they know is real but they don’t know the real me. The mobsters have heard about the Phantom, about the man who haunts the crime scenes and leaves no traces behind. And that’s all. In some ways I don’t even exist. 
 
       It’s a precaution and much of the mafia’s success is due to me. It’s largely because of me that nobody ever gets to us. Go ahead and find even a little bit of evidence after I’ve scrubbed up, I dare you. 
 
       Looking down at the dead guy, I shove at him with my boot. What a fucking mess. Seems like nobody can be bothered to get a clean shot these days. Tensing, I jerk my chin and sniff the air. 
 
       Strange... 
 
       Is that perfume? 
 
       It doesn’t come from the dead guy that’s for sure and I throw a suspicious look around. The place is empty, save for a bookshelf and some cardboard boxes in the corner. Ignoring the distraction, I proceed with my work but I can’t shake the thought that it’s a hell of a good perfume. 
 
       Makes my shaft twitch in my pants but then I grit my teeth when I sense someone standing to my side. Sneering, I look up and stare into the dull face of a middle aged man. 
 
       “Where’s Leno?” 
 
       “Who the fuck’s Leno?” I reply. Maybe it’s the dead guy but I don’t give a shit. I don’t give a shit about the affairs or who owes who or who killed who. I just care about getting my job done and leaving the scene as quickly and unnoticeably as possible. 
 
       But now this idiot’s here, chatting away and he’s seen my face. And now it seems like I’m going to have to kill him. I prepare to reach for my gun when there’s a feminine whimper from the corner. My eyes zone in on the cardboard boxes and the face of a girl peeks out. 
 
       A face so pure, honest and soft that my whole life flashes before my eyes. 
 
       I’m reminded of every single bad thing I’ve done, every single bad thought I’ve ever had and every single bad thing I’ve ever said. The ground shakes beneath my boots and it feels like I’m floating. 
 
       Who is this heavenly creature and what is she doing in a place like this? 
 
       I don’t know but I still feel connected to her, like she was entwined in my veins even before I met her. 
 
       “You’ve brought your female?” the intruder snarls, bringing me back to the present and I tense when he raises his gun. I’m prepared to fire but don’t get the chance. With a panicky gasp, the girl spurts from her hiding place, throwing herself in between me and the other male. And the bullet... 
 
       It hits her. 
 
       “Nooooo...!” I bellow from the depths of the darkness of my heart and I grab my gun, firing. I shoot the man so many times, his whole body twitches like a puppet and he slams into the brick wall. I don’t stop. Shooting and shooting until there are no more bullets and then I throw the gun to the side, falling to my knees before the girl. 
 
       “Angel,” I gasp, cradling her head in my hands. “Baby, why’d you do that?” 
 
       White in the face, she pants, “Dunno. Seemed like the right thing to do.” She lets out a weak laugh as her eyes roll back in her head. “Kinda regretting it now, though...” 
 
       A tear slides down my face and there’s so much blood coming out of her. She’s covered in crimson and worst of all is that the bullet has stayed in her body. I need to get it out. It’s too close to her lung and if I don’t help her now, it’ll stop her from breathing. 
 
       “I’m going to turn you around,” I whisper. “Just be brave for me and I’ll fix this.” 
 
       “Help me...,” she whimpers, weakly crying out when I roll her over to her stomach. I locate the wound and the bullet’s sitting right under her skin. Grabbing my dagger, I clean it with the antiseptic I brought with me and use the tip to wiggle the bullet out of her. 
 
       She doesn’t make a sound and I realize she’s passed out. Probably for the better but my head swims when I see her blood flooding. 
 
       Fuck! Why did she have to get in between? She had no business doing that and I feel like both strangling and praising her until the stars fall from the sky. Stupid, stupid, girl! 
 
       Aggravated, I wrap her up in my coat and the leather helps soaking up the blood. Picking her up in my arms, I throw a quick look around. There are two bodies lying there but I don’t have time. I’ll deal with it later. 
 
       Carrying the girl in my arms, I take her out of the damn warehouse and put her in my car. She soils my seat and for the first time in my life I’m scared shitless. What if this beautiful thing dies because she tried saving an ugly thing like me? 
 
       “Angel, if you go I’ll follow,” I rasp, stroking her pale cheek. Her eyes flare open, her head falling forward before she straightens again. And I know it deep in my heart that if she’s not walking on this planet then neither will I. 
 
       My life’s connected to hers and it’s beyond my control. 
 
       “Need to go to the h...hospital,” she croaks and I put on her seatbelt. 
 
       “We’re going to my place,” I tell her and she gasps, trying to shove at my hands. 
 
       “But I need a doctor,” she sobs and I press my lips against her sweaty forehead. 
 
       “I’m getting you a doctor, baby. Don’t worry.” 
 
       Getting in behind the wheel, I grab my phone and dial a number. It’s a number I’ve saved for special emergencies. The physician’s a vile scum of the earth but he performs without asking questions. 
 
       I give him my address and tell him to be there in fifteen minutes. He agrees and I hang up. 
 
       I can’t take the girl to the hospital. Nobody’s allowed to know about me and there’s no way in hell I’d leave her outside of the entrance and take off. 
 
       She’s the safest when she’s with me. I will look after her, sacrifice myself for her. Whatever she needs, I’ll be her humble servant. 
 
       Reaching out, I stroke her over her hair while steering with the other. Her head lolls around, eyes rolling back and her mouth’s so wide open that saliva’s coming out of the corner. Pain cuts in me at the sight of her and it’s a pain I’ve never felt before. 
 
       I’ve seen many difficult things but I can’t think of anything more difficult than watching this innocent girl suffer. If only she’d allowed me to take the bullet. I would’ve easily survived. My skin’s so much thicker than hers, my muscles rougher while she’s as frail as rice paper. 
 
       If I took her in my fist and squeezed, I’d crush her. 
 
       What the hell was she thinking trying to save me? 
 
       Fuck! 
 
       I give the wheel a smack and her head rolls against the windows, the whites of her eyes showing and I force myself to calm down. From the corner of my eye, I see her raising a hand and putting it on her chest. 
 
       “Me, Skyla Gracie,” she groans, gasping for air before her lips weakly curl, “You, Tarzan?” 
 
       Funny. Good to know she’s got humor but no self-preservation. That’s really fucking useful. At least she has her fucking priorities straight. 
 
       “I’m Phantom.”  
 
      She seems amused.  
 
       “That’s not a real name.” Her eyes flash and she pants. “Am I dead, Phantom? Have you come to take me to the other s...side?” 
 
       “You’re not dead,” I growl. “And you’re not dying. Don’t you fucking dare be that cruel.” 
 
       “Am not cruel,” she groans, her mouth forming into a weak pout. “Saved your life.” 
 
       My heart constricts and I take her hand. “I know, angel. Just want you to stay with me, baby. That’s all.” I squeeze her palm. “Please, just stay with me.” 
 
       “Can’t promise anything,” she moans and I panic, hitting the pedal and I don’t give a shit about the stoplights. I blaze through the street until we’re well out of the city center and end up at an abandoned building. 
 
       There are no lampposts here or neighbors. I get out, before reaching for Skyla. She weakly puts her arms around my neck, sobbing a little because it must hurt her to move around. 
 
       I whisper gentle words as I make my way up the staircase of the abandoned building. Nobody lives here but me. The whole place looks abandoned but there’s one single apartment that’s entirely renovated and that one is mine. 
 
       My mouth sneers as my eyes search for the doctor. He should be waiting on the courtyard and I pray he better be waiting outside my apartment but to my fury he isn’t. Enraged I forego unlocking and choose to kick the door down. 
 
       Cursing like a maniac, I slam my fist onto the light switch and a shimmer flames in the room. The living area and the bedroom’s connected and I put Skyla down on my bed. Her eyes turn pleading and she whimpers, 
 
       “H...hurts...” 
 
       “I know,” I murmur, bending down and I press my lips against her hair. “But you’re going to get better.” 
 
       Her eyes are filled with so much trust and begging that it nearly kills me when she asks, “Where’s the doctor?” 
 
       That’s what I’d like to know too. 
 
       “He’ll be here, angel. Any second now.” 
 
       “What if he won’t?” Her eyes fill with fear. “What if I d...die?” 
 
       “You’re not dying,” I growl and the fear and rage that comes over me is so strong I slam a fist through the wall and make a hole. Skyla whimpers and now filled with guilt, I go to my knees beside the bed. “I’m sorry,” I rasp. “But you’re not leaving me.” 
 
       “I’m cold, Phantom,” she whispers. “My lips feel like ice.” 
 
       Panicking, I press my mouth over hers and she moans in surprise. Her lips tingle under mine and my body reacts with a vigor that nearly topples me. Fuck, this is the wrong timing. She’s in such a vulnerable state and all my body can think of is claiming her. 
 
       She’s far too weak and unable to handle me like this. Yet, I can’t tear myself away from her and she doesn’t feel like ice to me. She feels like summer, sunshine and birdsong. 
 
       My lids shudder as my body melts into hers and I feel her mouth curve. 
 
       “Thanks,” she whispers and my brows arc over my eyes as I look down at her. 
 
       “For what?” 
 
       “For trying to save me. Even if I don’t make it...” her eyes overflow with sadness, “I want you to know I don’t regret meeting you.” 
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    She’s going to make it. The kid’s not disappearing on me. I don’t know what I’ll do without her and it’s pretty fucking bizarre considering I’ve never thought of myself as an emotional male but it’s impossible to be neutral in front of her. 
 
       Skyla awakens me, presses buttons I didn’t even know I had and as much as I crave her, I also crave the way she makes me feel. Her hand is what got me out of a metaphorical cold grave and I’m forever indebted to her. 
 
       “Phantom,” she whimpers and I put my ear to her mouth. “If die...tell my unc...” 
 
       Brows frowning, I look down on her and I have no idea what she’s saying. She’s slurring, her mind becoming delirious and I’m frantic. 
 
       Where the fuck is that son of a bitch... 
 
       There’s a ring on the door and I open it, growling. Grabbing the doctor around the collar I throw him into the hallway and he falls to his knees. I want to kill him. I swear I want to finish his useless life and I won’t regret it. 
 
       “You’re late!” I snarl while he pants in panic but I ignore him, grabbing him again and I push him up against the wall until his legs dangle in the air. “You were supposed to be here minutes ago. The fuck took you so long?” 
 
       “I have other o...obligations. Your call was s...sudden...” 
 
       Barely listening, I peel my lip over my teeth, forming a fist I’m about to plant in his stupid face when Skyla cries, 
 
       “Phantom, stop!” She whimpers again. “You can’t hurt him.” 
 
       She’s right. I can’t hurt him. Not until he’s saved her. 
 
       Sneering, I shove him toward Skyla and she’s so fucking white in the face that I’m terrified. I’ve never felt a terror like this one before. I want to turn myself inside out. Give her my organs, my blood, my heart, my everything just so she’ll be okay. 
 
       “What happened here?” the doctor asks, putting his bag down and I cross my arms. 
 
       “She’s been shot in the back. The bullet nearly punctured her lung but I took it out.” 
 
       Skyla cowers when the doctor takes a step closer. “I don’t like him...He’s scary,” she whines and I panic. 
 
       “Stay away from her!” I growl, grabbing his shoulder and pulling him back before my eyes go to Skyla. “Angel, you want me to keep him away?” 
 
       Wide eyed, she nods and clutches a pillow in her hand. The pillow that I sleep on. 
 
       “She’ll die if I don’t tend to her,” the doctor cries and my heart freezes. “My goodness look at that bed. It’s like a crime scene.” 
 
       Ignoring him, I murmur, “Angel, you need to let him close.” I go to my knees by her bed and she gasps, 
 
       “But I’m scared, Phantom.” 
 
       “I’m right here. If I ever allow anything bad to happen to you, I’ll give you my dagger and let you gut me.” I inhale. “How ever many times you deem necessary.” 
 
       Her eyes roll back and the doctor shakes his head. “You’re babying her,” he mutters and I growl, 
 
       “Shut the fuck up!” 
 
       The doctor shudders but grits his teeth. “A firm hand is crucial in a case like this. She doesn’t know what’s best for her and neither do you apparently. If you hadn’t called me she never would have survived considering you seem to give into her every whim.” 
 
       I’m going to kill him. Kill him for talking like that to me. 
 
       “Do your damn job. And if she doesn’t survive...” 
 
       “Big whoop,” the doctor murmurs, shoving me out of the way and I’m thinking he has a death wish. “Give me your arm,” he snaps at Skyla who’s clutching her arms to her chest as if she’s scared of losing a limb. 
 
       “You have to give him your arm, angel,” I whisper and she cries when I take it and hold it out for the doctor. She tries struggling but I have a firm grip. A tear slides down my cheek at her suffering but I brush it off and she doesn’t notice. 
 
       Muttering to himself, the doctor pierces her skin with the needle. Skyla’s lids flutter before she goes unconscious and I stare down at her. All this misery simply because she was trying to save me. 
 
       I don’t deserve her. The world doesn’t deserve her. 
 
       Stroking her over the head, I stop as a growl builds up in my chest. The doctor’s hands are tugging at Skyla’s clothes and I snarl. “The fuck do you think you’re doing?” 
 
       “Her clothes need to come off for the surgery.” 
 
       Right...didn’t think of that. But I’ll be damned if I let him take them off. Instead I grab a pair of scissors and cut them up. Her denims are patched and too thin for this weather. Her sweater has holes in it and her jacket’s three sizes too big. 
 
       My baby’s down-and-out. Fuck, am I going to take care of her. Spoil the hell out of her. 
 
       “The underwear too,” the doctor says but I snap, 
 
       “The underwear stays on.” 
 
       And hell...I know now’s not the time and that I shouldn’t care but I’m still crazy relieved she’s not wearing anything tantalizing and that her panties cover both her cheeks. Sneering, I throw a look over my shoulder to see if the doctor’s staring but he’s busy somewhere else. 
 
       “Done...,” I say and he proceeds with the surgery. I stand by and watch because how can you trust a mortal to care for an angel. But he does a good job and it mildens my aggression. Still, I don’t trust him and I warn, “If she doesn’t survive...” 
 
       He stops with what he’s doing and pants, “You can’t keep threatening me. I’m already nervous enough as it is. I suggest you go for a walk.” 
 
       Scowling at him, I feel like breaking something. I need to go before I lose control. With one last look at Skyla, I leave and get into my car. The drive’s automatic and I stop by the warehouse and finish up my work. 
 
       Dumping the bodies, I stare out over the dark canal, over the shimmering water and my fists clench. 
 
       I need Skyla to live so damn bad. 
 
       I thought I was something before her but now I know that without her...I’m nothing. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The front door doesn’t even get the time to properly close before I’m at Skyla’s bed again. Stroking her cheek, I ask, 
 
       “How is she?” 
 
       “She’s lost a lot of blood,” the doctor mutters and I retract my hand and begin pacing. Pulling my fingers through my hair, I struggle to keep my emotions under control. Picking up Skyla’s sweater I bury my face in it and my eyes shudder. 
 
    It smells of her, of sugarcoated pears and sorrow bursts in me. 
 
       I put the sweater down, walk into the gym and grab my boxing gloves. The frustration needs to go somewhere and I take it out on the punching bag. I punch and punch, demolishing that thing until there’s nothing left to punch anymore and I let out the sound of a wounded animal. 
 
       Falling to my knees, I put my head in my hands. 
 
       There are so many bad things I’ve done, so many times when I was selfish and Skyla’s nothing like me. She’s pure selflessness. Pure purity, period. What fate was thinking for making her cross paths with me, I’ll never know. 
 
       The way her life’s turned out angers me. She’s the kind of girl that should be floating on a pink cloud all day, while feeding glitter to unicorns but instead she was thrown to the streets. 
 
       And when she tried finding a little slice of comfort she gets entangled with the mob. With me. 
 
       For fucks sake the kid witnessed a murder right before getting shot and it makes me have a problem with the work we do. I’ve never had that problem before. Never thought of it as right or wrong. It was just the way it was but now...hell, I think she’s making me develop a conscience. 
 
       I wouldn’t expect anything less from Skyla. 
 
       She’s changing me. The moment I laid eyes on her something shifted. What previously seemed important turned pointless, pulling back to give room for her and fuck has she claimed that room. She’s taking up so much space there’s nothing left even for me. Rubbing my neck, I rise and throw a glance at the clock. 
 
       Its hours past midnight. A new dawn will be here soon and it better be a good one. Walking back into my bedroom, I grunt, “How’s it going?” 
 
       The doctor shakes his head. “I’m soon done but I don’t know...” 
 
       “Don’t know what?” I growl and I already feel so much rage and aggression I could take on every single army in the world in this state. The doctor looks up from Skyla’s lifeless body. 
 
       “Like I previously informed you. The woman’s lost a lot of blood. I won’t be able to save her here. She needs a transfusion.” 
 
       A transfusion? 
 
       Fuck! 
 
       “You will use me,” I say and when he hesitates, I snap, “Use me!” 
 
       Pushing his little glasses up his nose, he replies, “That’s not how it works. I can’t just use a random volunteer. You must match in order for the transfusion to be successful.” 
 
       We match. Fuck do we match. And if Skyla’s going to be having anyone’s blood in her little body it’s going to be mine. Reaching out, I wrap my hand around the doctor’s throat and squeeze. 
 
       “I’m a universal donor,” I growl. “Now fucking use me.” 
 
       His beady eyes widen behind his glasses and he shakes his head. “Even if you offer, I wouldn’t recommend it. The amount she needs will deplete you. Despite your size there’s a high chance you’ll be weakened.” 
 
       Weakened? As if I’m worried about that since she gave her life for me. This exchange only seems fair. Even if it would kill me, I’d still offer. 
 
       “Do as you’re told before I fucking make you regret ever contradicting me,” I snarl, removing my hand and I throw up my arm. Dragging a deep breath, I realize just how much I both need and want to do this. 
 
       I need her to get better but I want to be the only man who ever gives her something. I want her to have a part of me in her veins and I want to be in her veins. Seems only fair since she’s already in mine. 
 
       “Do it!” I snap and the doctor gives up, muttering curses to himself but he jabs my vein and connects me to Skyla. I watch the crimson pass through the tube and a sense of calm overcomes me. This is my way of repaying her. 
 
       Stroking her over the head, I whisper, “Take as much as you need, baby. Take it all.” 
 
       Even if she doesn’t respond, I still feel like she can hear me and I bend down and kiss her on her lids. Nuzzling her throat, I’m relieved to find that she’s regained some of her warmth but I still pull the blanket over her just to be sure. 
 
       “Who is she to you?” the doctor asks. “Family?” 
 
       “None of your business,” I grunt, my eyes still fixed on Skyla’s sleeping face. I miss the dark serene color of her gaze and the wetness and softness of her giving lips. 
 
       “Whoever she is, it’s obvious you care a lot.” 
 
       “No shit, Sherlock,” I growl before sitting down on the edge of the bed when I begin feeling lightheaded. 
 
       “Ah...starting to regret it now?” 
 
       “Hardly,” I grit, “how much more does she need?” 
 
       “More,” the doctor replies and I nod, clenching my jaw and stroke Skyla over the head again. Whatever she needs... 
 
       After a while the procedure seems to be over. The doctor patches both of us up and packs his bag. “Are you paying cash?” he asks, clearly thinking he’s getting out of this situation with his life intact. 
 
       But it’s too risky. He’s seen my face. He knows my name. 
 
       On top of it he was late. He allowed Skyla to wait, fighting for her life. 
 
       But maybe...just maybe I could make an exception this one time. He did save her after all. 
 
       Screwing up his nose, the doctor says, “I hope it was worth it. All this trouble for one woman.” A look of disgust floods his face. “If you ask me there are better things to spend money and effort on.” 
 
       That settles it then. “I’m not asking,” I groan, reaching for the gun in my back pocket and shoot. 
 
       The sound of the bullet booms in the apartment and I glare at the floor where the doctor lies lifeless. 
 
       Later. I’ll clean up later. 
 
       Trying to take up as little space as possible, I lay my head down next to Skyla and put my hand on top of the heart. The beat comforts me. 
 
    And I know I no longer dance to the beat of my own drum. I dance to hers. 
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    It feels like I’m running through a dark tunnel. There’s light at the end and I’m not sure if I’ll be able to reach it. I’m tired but then I hear someone calling my name. 
 
       It’s a male’s voice. Deep and baritone and it wraps around me like a second skin, an armor that I can use for when things get rough, a shield I can lean on and rely on. 
 
       I’ve never been able to rely on much in my life and I reach for that voice, wanting its owner so bad... 
 
       My eyes flash and I gasp. I’m not on the streets anymore and I’m definitely not cold. I’ve been buried under so many blankets, I can barely move and the corners of my lip curl at the thoughtfulness. 
 
       “Phantom?” I croak, looking around and my eyes land on a glass of water and I drink some of it. “Phantom?” I call in a louder tone and to my relief he appears. His hair hangs to the side down his shoulder and he brims with an energy that makes me want to spread my legs despite of the weak state I’m in. 
 
       He’s the most powerful male I’ve ever seen. His arms are the magnitude of canoes, his height daunting and I have a feeling he gets his t-shirts tailor-made because there’s just no way they come in his size. 
 
       He stops in his tracks when he sees that I’ve awakened, his eyes flooding with a relief so strong I nearly burst into tears. Our connection is so strong that it sets of little trembles in my body, makes my teeth chatter until I’m forced to clench my jaw. 
 
       “Skyla...,” he whispers, his voice coated with veneration and he makes me feel gilded. “Angel, I’m so happy you’re okay.” A shudder moves through his body and he drags a breath before walking over to me. “Anything you need?” 
 
       He’s so ready to be of service it’s confusing. A man like him looks like he should be the opposite but it’s like he can’t be that way with me. Me, he wants to serve. And I feel like a queen sitting in a throne and not a gunshot girl in a bed. 
 
       “I’m itchy,” I murmur and he raises his brows in question, “on my back.” 
 
       “That’s the bandage, baby. You gotta keep it on. Doctor’s orders.” 
 
       I kick with my legs to prove my frustration, pouting but he refuses to budge and I sigh. “At least help me get out of bed.” 
 
       He shakes his head. “You’re hurt and I’m scared of moving you.” 
 
       “But Phantom...,” I whine, giving him puppy eyes and I’m thrilled when he finally caves. Bending down, he picks me up and I put my arm around his neck. It feels like we belong like this and I can barely look at him when he gazes down at me. 
 
       His eyes truly are the color of water, of smoke and it’s strangely peaceful to drown in them. 
 
       “How long have I been asleep?” I ask and his gaze deepens as he tells me I’ve been out for two days. I can’t believe it, considering it feels more like I’ve slept for two hours. “I could use some air.” 
 
       “No Skyla,” Phantom firmly says, “you’re staying inside.” 
 
       My eyes widen at his tone. Is he in trouble? Am I? 
 
       Licking my lips, I whisper, “You’re a fixer for the mob, aren’t you?” 
 
       A muscle clenches in his jaw and he leans his forehead against mine. “Don’t let that scare you. I won’t ever let it affect you. My darkness won’t ever be yours.” He swallows. “Not again. Not ever again.” 
 
       I tremble because there are so many emotions in his voice. It’s like this mighty, ice giant is thawing right in front of me. “I’m not scared, but if I can’t go outside then can I at least sit by the window?” 
 
       Phantom seems like he’s on the verge of denying me but then he rasps, “I have a hard time saying no to you.” He puts me down on a chair and strokes my hair out of my face. “But don’t use it against me.” 
 
       At that I laugh but wince when I feel a cut of pain in my back. Phantom immediately goes to his haunches. “What do you need? What do you want me to do?” 
 
       Leaning back, I slowly shake my head. “You’ve done enough. You saved me.” 
 
       “Think it was the other way around.” His gaze darkens. “And it was the first and last time you ever did something like that.” 
 
       “Then try not to ever get shot,” I blurt but jerk when he clasps my chin. 
 
       “This isn’t funny. I’m serious. You could’ve died, angel. And angels like you should never die when bastards like me are allowed to live.” He lets go of my chin and cups my neck. “What you did was brave but foolish, Skyla. Do you understand where I’m coming from, baby?” 
 
       “Yes,” I whisper, wringing my hands. “I just couldn’t help myself. When we locked eyes I felt like we were connected somehow.” I pinch my lips. “Have we met before?” 
 
       “A red-blooded male doesn’t forget a face like yours.” Phantom almost seems amused. “I think I would’ve remembered.” His eyes narrow. “Although there’s something about the way you tilt your head to the side, the way your hair curls...” 
 
       “Yes...?” 
 
       He waits for a moment before shaking his head. “No, I would’ve remembered you.” 
 
       I nod, looking at him beneath my lashes and I’m a bit embarrassed to ask. “Phantom, can I stay here?” My heart pulsates at the risk of rejection. “I got nowhere else to go.” 
 
       Clasping my hands, he murmurs, “Good, because you’re not going anywhere. I’m not letting you go.” 
 
       Raising a brow, I say, “Is that a warning?” 
 
       He gives a curt nod. “If you want it to be.” 
 
       “That’s not very nice.” 
 
       “You know I’m in the mob. We don’t do nice.” His hazy eyes deepen. “But what I am is so fucking hard for you. You turn me inside out.” He nods when my gaze lowers and I notice the strain against his pants and he nods again. “See what you do to me? That’s all your doing, and as soon as you’re better you’ll be taking care of it for me.” 
 
       I fidget in my seat as I flood with heat. “Yes Phantom, I’ll do whatever you ask.” 
 
       His eyes flash dark. “I’ll remember that. And you better remember that too when I ask you for things you might not be prepared to give.” 
 
       Shaking my head in confusion because I’m prepared to give him everything, I gasp when he slants his lips over mine. I wrap my fingers in his hair and he lets out an orgasmic groan that I swallow and return with a moan. It’s so obvious no questions need to be asked and no answers given. 
 
       He already knows I’m his and so do I. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phantom 
 
      
 
      
 
    An angel waits for me in my window. Her long blond hair flares down her shapely body and she’s wearing nothing but a white, oversized shirt. With eyes dreamily staring out into the night, she tenses when we lock gazes. 
 
       Even at this distance I can tell there’s a nervous smile on her face. I’ve told her I don’t like her staying near the windows but she seems intent on disobeying. My fist clenches as lust ravages in me. She’s been with me for a week and every night I spend without touching her is torturous. 
 
       I need her so bad I can’t think straight. 
 
       Sometimes I think she can tell. Sometimes I think she’s torturing me on purpose. My thoughts go dark with desire when she with a hesitant smile, begins unbuttoning the first few buttons of her shirt and I stop breathing. Is she going to undress for me and put on a little show? Luckily for the neighbors, there are none. 
 
       If there were and if they were looking, I’d had to do murder but as it is now, this is just for me. 
 
       And fuck...this is such a reward. 
 
       Coming home and seeing her like this, waiting for me, smiling at me and I wonder if she’s tingly between her lush thighs. A thirst burns in my throat and I groan, thinking she’s about to pull the shirt to the side but then she jerks, wraps it around her and walks farther into the apartment. 
 
       Standing there like some fucking bastard that’s been left out in the cold, I stare up at the window and struggle curbing my emotions. Is my angel playing with me? 
 
       Doesn’t she know, you don’t play with the big bad mobster? Especially not when you’re young and beautiful and above all good. It’s like a drug to men like me. We don’t crave it. We demand it. 
 
       Gritting my jaw, I walk into the building and make my way up the staircase. It’s practical that she lives with me, otherwise I’d probably break down her door and demand an explanation. I drag a deep breath and lean my forehead against the wall. 
 
       I just need a moment to stop myself from pouncing on her the moment I walk inside. 
 
       Stepping into our hallway, I notice a strange sensation stirring in my chest. It swirls around and its hot like I’ve just drank some liquor. Warmth, I realize after a while. That’s what it is. Warmth because of her. 
 
       “Angel?” I call and she replies with, 
 
       “Over here.” 
 
       I find her lying in her bed (I take the couch at night) on her stomach and her legs dangling in the air. She’s got her nose in a magazine and doesn’t even look up when she hears me coming. Her cheeks are red like she’s coated herself with blush but I know she hasn’t because she doesn’t have makeup. She’s so damn breathtaking like this that I sway for a moment. 
 
       I’m preoccupied with her. Can barely do my work properly when all my mind and testosterone does is gravitate to Skyla. It brings me serenity knowing she’s in my space when I come home, and whenever she pops into the shower I bury my face in her sheets and sniff the hell out of them. 
 
       They smell of her sweetness that dazzles the fuck out of me day in and day out. She’s like china made out of the purest crystals and starlight. My hands are filthy, they’d soil her and yet I’d never be able to stay away. 
 
       Somebody would have to tranquilize me and even then do I suspect it wouldn’t work. I want to penetrate her because she’s already penetrated me. Making her take my masculine pride would be a triumph, a conquering I can’t wait to do. 
 
       The transfusion wasn’t enough. She needs other parts of me as well. Only then will I be satisfied, only then will my body stop hounding me. I’ve never felt this way before but I suppose this is what happens when a male finds his other half. 
 
       My eyes roam over Skyla’s frame. She still keeps on ignoring me and I can’t help but rasp, “That how you treat me?” 
 
       The tint on her face increases and she breathes, “Treat you like what?” 
 
       “You know what I’m talking about. Don’t I deserve a hello? A proper greeting?” 
 
       Slowly lifting her face, she nods but her eyes dart and she doesn’t seek eye contact. Getting down from the bed she walks over to me and stands on her tiptoes to be able to reach me. She still can’t do it until she cups my face and brings it down. 
 
       “Hello dearest Phantom,” she whispers and gives me a kiss on the cheek. Inhaling, she abruptly walks away. “Satisfied?” 
 
       “No,” I growl but I’ll give her a pass for now. “I bought groceries. And some paint.” 
 
       Fidgeting with the pillows on the living room couch, she proceeds with rearranging them and she raises a brow. “Paint?” 
 
       “Thought you might want to redo this place a bit.” 
 
       Biting her lips as if feeling guilty she whispers, “But I don’t know for how long I’ll be staying.” 
 
       “You’re staying,” I snarl and she twitches. “Period.” She’s staying for as long as I want her to stay and I don’t ever want her to leave so then its settled. 
 
       Letting go of the pillows, she straightens and there’s something on her face I can’t read. I pride myself on being good with reading people but with Skyla...I just don’t fucking know. If I didn’t know any better I’d say she’s hiding something from me. A secret. 
 
       The strange thing is that she didn’t have that look on her face in the beginning. It appeared the next day after she’d woken up from the surgery. It’s like something switched in her and she began avoiding my advances and jerked every time I reached out to her. 
 
       She let me put my mouth on her, listened while I told what I wanted from her and she agreed. There was no fight in her then but now... 
 
       Now I fucking don’t know what to think. 
 
       And the worst part is that while she’s trying to avoid me, she’s at the same time dangling herself in front of my face like an edible toy. Throws sultry glances my way when she doesn’t think I’m looking, breathes my name under her breath like it’s a plea for me to give it to her inch by inch. 
 
       I don’t know what the hell she wants. It aggravates me. And an aggravated mobster is not a pretty thing. It’s not a sight I want her innocent eyes to see. She’s already been through too much and all I want is to care for her and cherish her. 
 
       But in order to do that, she’d actually have to let me without acting like I’m some... 
 
       Murderer. 
 
       Hell...is that what this is? Is my brave Skyla scared? 
 
       The thought of her being wary of me is painful but maybe it’s me who’s putting too much pressure on her. My focus comes back to the presence when Skyla says, 
 
       “I don’t know about the paint.” She sucks her cheeks in and looks guilty again like she knows she’s giving me a hard time. “You see, I want the walls to be pink.” 
 
       “I bought pink.” 
 
       She gawks. “But you prefer b...black. Or s...silver.” 
 
       “I want you to be happy. And comfortable and satisfied. With me.” 
 
       Inhaling, she swiftly turns around and gives me her back. “Put the groceries in the kitchen for me, please.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Slamming the cupboard, I let out a curse. I should be in bed with Skyla right now. Screw dinner and screw eating when what I need to be doing is screwing and eating Skyla. Groaning, I slam the cupboard again, not noticing Skyla’s walked into the kitchen. 
 
       “What did that cupboard ever do to you?” she asks with a weak smile as she wraps her arms around her. “Let me guess, you don’t want to make dinner.” She shrugs. “No worries, I’ll do it.” 
 
       My eyes narrow as I take her in and suddenly I’m provoked by her sheer presence, by the way she dresses, by the softness of her skin and the plumpness of her lips. She sneaks past me and she’s so damn small I can do whatever I want to her. 
 
       Our size difference is laughable. I feel like a giant monster in front of her, like I plucked her from the sky to have my way with her. If I wanted to I could put my hands on her and pull her close and she wouldn’t be able to stop me. 
 
       She’s under my mercy but I don’t want to take advantage of it. I don’t want to corner her. Nobody corners an angel. Not even a mobster. And not even a mobster who wants said angel so fucking bad it feels like he’s being dipped in acid over and over each time she denies him. 
 
       A part of me wants to let her know how much she means to me. How much I’ve risked for us to be together. I’ve told the boss about our relationship and he could’ve killed me on the spot. My contract says that my identity needs to remain hidden and I’ve broken a rule. 
 
       But I broke it for Skyla and I explained my full intentions. Boss eventually agreed. And he agreed because I told him I was going to make her my wife. When I made that promise I was positive about the future but now everything’s so fucking off. 
 
       Skyla’s arms shake a little as she pulls the wrapper off the plastic boxes. I don’t cook and I don’t want her to exhaust herself which is why all she needs is to put it in the oven. 
 
       “This looks tasty,” she murmurs, turning on the cooker and I cross my arms over my chest. 
 
       “You look tastier.” 
 
       Licking her mouth, she lets out a nervous laugh and pretends she didn’t hear me. “You’re making me gain weight. I’ll probably wobble my way out of this place when time comes.” 
 
       I ignore the last part on purpose. “You’ve been shot,” I say in a grave tone. “You need to regain your strength.” 
 
       “I am. Thanks to you” She floats around in the kitchen as if feeling restless. “So, what I said about leaving...” 
 
       “We’ve talked about this,” I snap. “You know where I stand.” 
 
       “But...” 
 
       Cutting her off, I clasp her face in my hands. “Even if you had to leave because you can’t handle being with me, I wouldn’t let you go.”   She gasps and I stroke her cheek. “The outside world is dangerous to you. That’s not where you belong. You belong with me.” 
 
       Her eyes dart and I add, “I’m not like other men. Knowing who I am is treacherous. Knowing who I am could get you killed.” 
 
       “Phantom...,” she whimpers and I let go of her face and wrap my arms around her. 
 
       “It’s alright. Just don’t fight me and let me protect you.” And let me keep you. 
 
       I care about keeping her safe but it’s not only about that. Her innocence matters, it makes a difference to me and I frequently find myself obsessing over her purity. A part of me wants to keep her untouched forever, a part of me doesn’t even want to fuck her, just idolize her. 
 
       I’ve never idolized anything in my life, never been on my knees in front of anyone but I want to be on my knees in front of Skyla. Pushing into her, I hold her tighter and my eyes roll back in my head when she squirms, causing friction between our bodies. 
 
       “You feel so good,” I groan, rubbing my hardness on her but she whimpers and pants. “Baby, you’ll let me have you, won’t you?” 
 
       “Phantom...,” she whines and I flood with an immense pride and sense of fulfillment that she’s mine. She’s in my hand and in my hand alone. She’s never been in anybody else’s, like she popped out of her mother’s womb and straight into my arms. 
 
       She’s a good, clean girl through and through and I am so not worthy. 
 
       “What is it?” I rasp, pushing her until her back’s against the sink and I grab her by the waist and pull her up to sit. I lick the seam of her lips and she gasps. “You don’t like me touching you?” She lets out a defenseless moan and I groan, “Come on, give me your mouth...open up, baby.” 
 
       Whimpering, she shudders when I lick her lips again but she’s not opening up. I grow frustrated and part her thighs. Her skin’s so damn warm there that it stings my palm. I want her so much I’m turning into a health hazard. 
 
       “Phantom...,” she pants, pushing me away and I frown, growling, 
 
       “You don’t want me?” 
 
       “It’s not that,” she whispers, rubbing her thighs together, “you don’t get it...” Eyes flashing she murmurs, “I’m not the angel you think I am. I have thoughts, Phantom. Bad ones, forbidden ones.” She shakes her head and inhales. “Dinner’s ready...” 
 
       I clasp her arm. “Conversation’s not over.” 
 
       “Please...,” her lower lip trembles and I let her go with a curse. Stabbing my fingers through my hair, I throw myself down on a chair and watch her with a dark gaze. She’s pushing me away and I don’t like it. I don’t like it because I can feel that she wants me. 
 
       Her eyes turn shiny whenever I look at her, her curves appearing lusher than usual when she knows I’m watching as if I get her hormones running. Turning restless, I fidget in annoyance and she hands me my food but doesn’t sit down by my side. 
 
       Instead she chooses to sit in the window frame and her legs dangle in the air. I want them braided around my neck and I can’t get a bite down. I can’t eat when my appetite’s solely revolves around her. 
 
       “You should’ve put on some clothes,” I grunt. “All you do is walk around in that shirt.” I’ve bought her other stuff she can use. Tops and dresses, denims and comfy underwear but she still insists on wearing that thing. 
 
       “I like your shirt,” she whispers. 
 
       So do I. I love it on her but I’m jealous. It’s touching her when it should be me. And I know she’s wearing nothing underneath. Caught a glimpse of her sweet flesh when she got down from the bed. 
 
       Dragging a hand over my neck, I mutter, “Baby, I want things to be smooth between us.” 
 
       She drops her fork and her jaw slacks. “They are.” 
 
       I shake my head. “You’re pulling away. You think I don’t notice that you twitch whenever I get a little too close?” 
 
       The way she rejects me makes tension soar in me. I’ve been tortured once before but this is worse. This gets to the heart, to the part of me nobody ever before has reached but that Skyla strokes just by being in the same room as me. 
 
       I wonder what would happen if I surprised her. If I just walked up behind her, put my mouth on her throat and slid my hand up and greeted her little secret. I can already imagine her femininity greeting me back with shocked little pulses and I’d put my mouth against hers to silence her pants. 
 
       “I’m trying to do the right thing here,” she says with a purse to her lips. 
 
       “By not allowing a mobster anywhere near you?” I curse. “Angel, I know I’m a bad man but fuck, I’m not the worst one out there.” 
 
       “I know you’re not. You don’t have to tell me that.” 
 
       “Then what is it?” 
 
       Skyla squirms. “You should finish your dinner.” 
 
       Fuck the dinner! 
 
       “Skyla it’s you that I want,” I growl with darkened eyes. “Do you understand me? I want you in every position possible. I want my fingers in your hair, my tongue in your mouth and my cock strangled by your wet ass cunt.” 
 
       Twitching she drops her utensils and they fall with a chime on the floor. “Phantom!” she cries, so red in the face it seems she can’t get enough oxygen but at least that’s a better reaction than her trying to push me away. 
 
       “Needed to make myself clear,” I grunt and her gaze darkens as she jumps down from the window. With a deer in headlights look on her face, she lunges as if about to run out but I block her. She groans when I spin her around and push the swollen formation down my pants into her behind. “Are we on the same page, angel?” I moan into her neck and she shivers. 
 
       “Don’t k...know,” she stutters, inhaling when I take her hand and wrap it around my meat knife. Holding onto her fist with my own, I bring it down to the table. 
 
       “But I need you to know. There can be no doubts in that pretty, blonde little head of yours.” 
 
       Guiding the knife, I carve her name then a plus and then my own name, then equals and I finish off with forever.  
 
       This is about as romantic as I get. 
 
       “You see now,” I whisper, “I don’t think I could be any more obvious.” Dropping the knife, I slide my hands up her shirt, stroking her waist and I’m about to cup a handful of her big breasts when she jerks. 
 
       “Wait,” she gasps and I scowl, waiting. When she doesn’t react, I take a step back, waiting for her to figure it out but it doesn’t seem like she wants to figure it out. Throwing me a disappointed look, she lets out a frustrated groan and runs out. 
 
       Cursing, I smack my chair into the table. 
 
       Mobsters don’t deal with mixed messages. I clench my jaw. Maybe I need to let Skyla know. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Skyla 
 
      
 
    I’m playing with fire. 
 
       I can feel Phantom’s frustration in the air, his pent-up need and it makes my hand shake as I open up the bucket with paint.  Dipping the brush, I drag it across the wall and take a deep breath to center myself. 
 
       Guess this place is getting a pink makeover then. 
 
       Phantom’s going to hate it but he’s letting me do this because he cares about me. He wants me to stay. Which means we want the same thing but ones I tell him the truth, his thoughts will change. I’m sure of it and because of it, I don’t want to tell him. 
 
       I know I’m being sneaky, I know I’m being bad and far from the pure girl he’s convinced I am but I’m too scared of rocking the boat. This is the first time in my life that I feel truly anchored. Secure. Its valuable to me and I’m terrified of losing it. 
 
       He has given me a home. He gives me three meals a day, a warm bed to sleep in and as if that wasn’t enough he looks at me like I hold up the sky. I want him to keep seeing me that way and feeling frazzled, I dip the brush again. 
 
       “You just left,” Phantom growls, walking into the living room. “I wasn’t finished.” 
 
       “Sorry dude,” I breathe with flushed cheeks, caught between a rock and a hard place. 
 
       Phantom scowls. “Did you just call me dude?” 
 
       Letting out a nervous laugh, I nod. “Aha, think I did.” 
 
       Gritting his jaw, he looks at me through narrow eyes. “You don’t put mobsters in the friend zone, baby. We don’t fuck around like that.” 
 
       I gulp, freezing with the paint brush as Phantom moves to sit on the couch and he drags a hand through his hair. All that silver falls over his burly shoulders like a waterfall and it’s a miracle I haven’t sunk my nails into him yet. 
 
       His words echo in my ears. He doesn’t get put in the friend zone. In what zone should I put him then, because he can’t be my lover? I feel myself going red again and I glance at him. His gaze is firmly fixed on me and he has no scruples whatsoever. 
 
       He knows something’s up but he doesn’t care what. He just wants me. Forever. I’m trying to stay in my lane but he’s making it so difficult. Looking over my shoulder, I shiver at his intensity and I can barely do my work if he’s going to keep distracting me. 
 
       “I could take you if I wanted to,” he rasps as he leans back and I gulp. “Do you want me to, angel?” 
 
       Yes. 
 
       Biting my lip, I lower my head and refuse to answer. What am I even supposed to say when he talks like that? 
 
       “You’ve been seducing me this whole time and now you’re backing off,” he adds and there’s an edge to his tone as if saying that if I back, he’ll back with me and then we’ll both fall off the edge. And maybe that’s just what we need. Maybe we need to let go. 
 
       Just once. One single time doesn’t count. 
 
       And I don’t think I could ever walk out on him without knowing him intimately. Turning feverish, I take a couple of deep breaths to calm myself down but it doesn’t help and I open up one of the big windows. 
 
       “Can’t breathe in here,” I murmur, “from all the fumes of the paint...” 
 
       “Baby, I can’t breathe either. And it has nothing to do with the paint.” 
 
       My limbs tremble and I drop the brush and wrap my arms around me. Why does he have to be so consuming? Why couldn’t he have been old or ugly or stupid or mean! 
 
       Filling with frustration, I fidget and struggle to not bite my nails. It doesn’t matter what I do. He knows I want him. I took a bullet for him. And that means something. 
 
       “Come here,” he moans, reaching out with a hand and his eyes fill with longing. “I won’t touch you. I just want you to sit next to me.” 
 
       “Why?” I whisper. “Why would you want that if you can’t touch me?” 
 
       “Because I want to look into your eyes and be reminded of what a damn miracle you are.” 
 
       Chest stirring from his words, I give up and saunter over to him. To make sure I’m still the good girl he thinks I am, I choose to sit on the armrest. He relaxes, his jaw loosening and he straightens as if he’s won a round. 
 
       If only he knew I’m doing this for him too... 
 
       “I’m not the miracle you think I am,” I whisper and his brows knot. They’re so much darker than his hair, giving him almost a supernatural appearance. It toys with my temperature, with my mind and it would be so easy to just throw myself at him. 
 
       He’d catch me without hesitating. Ravage me. Use up every little part of me because deep down his knows it’s only his to use. It feels like I’ve been made for him, despite my small height and despite my age. None of that matters. As soon as we touch we electrify. 
 
       It shocks me, thrills me and it’s a pain to not be able to do anything about it. 
 
       “Are you saying that because of your supposed bad thoughts?” he says as his mouth twitches. Wrapping my arms around my legs, I scowl. 
 
       “Don’t make fun of me. If only you knew how bad they were, you’d be horrified.” 
 
       He lets out a hoarse laugh that’s more of a cough. “Angel, things like you don’t know what a bad thought is.” 
 
       “Yes we do. It’s the forbidden ones that are the worst.” 
 
       Grinding his jaw, he replies, “What’s so damn forbidden you can’t tell a fucking mobster about it?” 
 
       “You won’t get it out of me,” I murmur, rising but he takes a hold of my wrist and his eyes flash with need. 
 
       “Angel baby... just relax. Don’t work yourself into knots,” he rasps, pulling me down to his lap and I wiggle to get loose. The groan he lets out echoes in the apartment and I moan in tune before realizing what I’m doing. 
 
       This is risky... 
 
       “Easy,” Phantom purrs. “You’re so damn tense...let me take care of that for you.” His hands go to my shoulders and he works on said knots. I swear his hands are so big and strong it’s like being massaged by a machine. 
 
       His masterful manipulation works so well that my head lolls, eyes rolling back and I move my hips in circles on his lap, feeling the penetrative strength of his shaft probe me with fervor. 
 
       “No!” I cry, swiftly getting up and nearly stumble before regaining my balance. Turning around, I stare at Phantom who watches me like he doesn’t know what to think. 
 
       “The fuck...,” he curses under his breath and I pace, dragging my fingers through my hair. 
 
       Oh what is this? I don’t even know what to do anymore... 
 
       He must think I’m being so erratic. I’m probably not making any sense to him. I’m not making any sense to me either. And I’m pulling at his strings. If I’m not careful he’ll unravel. Then again maybe that wouldn’t be so bad. 
 
       Trying not to tremble, I whisper, “I got work to do.” He doesn’t reply and I add, “Are you grumpy now?” 
 
       “I’m hard.” 
 
       Just what I needed to hear. He’s not making it any easier and I’m fretful. “How about a distraction?” I try because I’m trying to soothe the big, bad mobster and he raises his brow. Picking up another brush, I hand it to him. “Help me out.” 
 
       Rising, he takes the brush from me and I shiver at the look in his eyes. Standing beside me, he begins painting and my heart pounds. Sometimes he’s just too much for me to handle. He’s also a lot better at this than I am, his height allowing him to reach places I can’t. 
 
       “Angel...?” he murmurs without looking at me and I hum. “I like having you around. Did I ever tell you that?” 
 
       “No.” 
 
       He didn’t have to. I could tell. There doesn’t seem to be anything about me that he doesn’t like. 
 
       “How’s the scar healing?” he asks and I bite my lip. 
 
       “Just fine.” 
 
       “You want me to check?” 
 
       And have his hands on me? Again, too risky. But maybe just one time won’t be so bad... 
 
       “Alright,” I whisper and inwardly plead he’ll lose control and just ravage me before I get a chance to protest. It won’t count if it happens in a blur, if it happens as a mistake. Dropping the brush, Phantom looks at me with cautious eyes but I still present my back to him. 
 
       Facing the windows, I shudder when he slides my shirt up and lets out a groan. I’m not wearing anything underneath and my skin gets all sticky as soon as I feel his fingertips on my lower back. “And?” I pant. “What do you think?” 
 
       He silences for a moment as if he can’t speak and then he hoarsely declares, “I think it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. That ass is the epitome of stunning success but the scar...the scar’s special” 
 
       I choke on my words. The scar’s a symbol for our bond. It’ll always be there. Even if I’d marry someone else the scar wouldn’t be erased. It can’t be and neither can Phantom. 
 
       “Phantom...” I pant and he whirls me around with a heated groan. 
 
       “Skyla,” he growls, yanking me to him but I stumble backward and tip the bucket, causing pink paint to splash across my legs. “Skyla,” Phantom purrs in warning, “you won’t ever get rid of me. My blood runs in your veins, baby.” 
 
       Gasping, I stare at him and his eyes narrow. 
 
       “Do not turn your back on me!” 
 
       He says that because I’m leaving for the bathroom but I shake my head, murmuring an excuse about needing to wash off and then I disappear. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Turning on the water, I push my hair away from my face and stare into the mirror. My eyes are shiny and I got goosebumps all over my arms. Shaking myself, I step under the rays and grab the body wash. 
 
       It belongs to Phantom. He has bought me my own but I like smelling the same is him. Soaping up my skin, I let out a moan when my hands trickle over my sensitive breasts. They feel so heavy and the tips are just as inflamed as my core. Trying to wash myself between my legs, I whimper because I ache too much and this is just torturous. 
 
       And what am I going to do when I walk back out again and lock eyes with Phantom. I got so much sympathy for him because he must be so confused. First I wanted nothing more than to be his and now I’m acting like I’m having second thoughts. 
 
       Thing is though...that I do have second thoughts. 
 
       But they have nothing to do with Phantom as a male but everything to do with the circumstances. The circumstances are tricky and sneaky like a labyrinth full of stinging nettles. I don’t want to sting myself and I don’t want to sting Phantom once he finds out who I really am. 
 
       I dread being pushed out into the cold again. With Phantom I have a home. A sanctuary. 
 
       It’ll hurt leaving that, like ripping off a band-aid too fast and too violently. Dragging a deep breath, I lean my head back and scrub shampoo into my hair. Closing my eyes, I imagine Phantom being in here with me, his hands exploring me slowly and then so fast I’d get all dizzy. 
 
       A sigh escapes me at the fantasy and I open my eyes, gasping in surprise when I see Phantom leaning against the closed door. There’s steam everywhere and I blink to be able to see clearly. 
 
       “P...Phantom,” I stutter, flushing when he takes me in with so much power he seems to be afraid I’ll just dissolve and turn one with the condensation. Snatching the yellow loofah he bought me, I place it before my private area and he lets out a growl. 
 
       “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
       “C...covering myself.” 
 
       A muscle ticks in his jaw. “I see. Now uncover for me.” 
 
       Dropping the loofah, I stare at him beneath my lashes and I wonder if he’s going to...yes, I think he will. Yanking the t-shirt off his back, he pulls down his pants and boxers and the gasp I let out is forceful enough to rock me back on my heels. 
 
       “Remember when I told you I’d ask you for services you may not be prepared to give?” he says. I nod and his eyes darken as he prowls forward. “This is me asking.” 
 
       This is him demanding. 
 
       “You’re not coming in with that t...thing,” I pant, putting my hand over my mouth and Phantom’s eyes flash. That thing won’t fit. It needs its own place, its own country, army and government and I wonder how he ever was able to push it down his pants. 
 
       “It wants you, baby,” he grunts, gripping himself. “See how wet the tip is? That’s all for you. All ready to be absorbed by you.” 
 
       I gulp, shivering despite the heat when he pulls the shower doors aside and steps in. He groans my name, his eyes deepening and he pushes my hair over my shoulder. Breathing’s getting increasingly difficult and I put my palms against his chest. 
 
       “Why do you look at me like that?” I whisper and his brows knot over his eyes. “Like you’ll never fly again if you lose me.” 
 
       “Because I won’t.” He kisses my temple and the tender gesture reminds me of who he really is and I feel myself go soft. “You’re my wings, baby. Without you I’ll just keep on falling.” 
 
       Whimpering, I cup his neck. “Phantom...” 
 
       Grunting, he attacks my mouth with his and our teeth clash. I groan from the impact, yanking at his hair that’s turning dark from the water and I feel him everywhere. He’s sipping into me the way water sips into whatever’s thirsty for it. 
 
       And I’ve been so very thirsty... 
 
       But Phantom...he’s parched and the ferocity in him nearly makes me blackout and burst into tears. His tongue licks in my mouth with the ferocity of a weapon. He’s lethal with his kisses and I can’t duck and cover, all I can do is take it. 
 
       Our hot, wet bodies grind, the friction of the water causing his muscles to slide against my softness and its silk against sandpaper. He’s rough and I’m not, he’s big and I’m small but together we fit like two sides of the same coin. 
 
       I pant, searching for his shaft and he lets out the sound of a male in heat. “Yours,” he growls, rubbing himself into my palm until my cheeks heat and my heart tries shattering in pieces. “All yours.” 
 
       Petting him, I watch his eyes and he doesn’t blink, his gaze tracing over my features and he licks my mouth like he’s licking juices of strawberries. He’s growing heavier and harder in my hand, thrusting and his hand clenches before he slams it into the wall and I gasp in shock. 
 
       “Dammit, you’re making my head spin. Can barely stand straight...” He sways and I let out a choked cry before sinking to my knees and facing the biggest baddest bat I’ve ever seen. It’s surreal, sculpted almost and I shiver in front of it. 
 
       “Kiss the tip, baby,” Phantom urges, gripping the base to make sure it’s perfectly close to my mouth and I kiss the tip with veneration before whispering, 
 
       “You taste so good.” And I pop my mouth open and pull him in. Groaning, I whimper when my eyes roll back in my head. He doesn’t even fit and I struggle but he still praises me, his shaft rippling in my throat like a rocket that’s forced to hold back but all it wants is burst through the sky and into the universe. 
 
       I move up and down, bobbing my head until I gag over and over and the gurgling sound my throat makes, causes Phantom to growl with pleasure. I’m doing things I shouldn’t, things that are forbidden but I can’t stop. 
 
       It’s like my body’s glued to Phantom’s. It needs him with a ferocity it’s never had for anyone else. Like this it feels like nothing can break us apart. Not even an inappropriate secret. Crying out, I sob when Phantom explodes in my mouth, his one hand holding onto the wall, his other cradling the back of my head so I won’t hurt when it smacks against the tiles. 
 
       “Fuck...,” Phantom growls between his teeth, “fuck, babe fuck...” 
 
       He can’t stop. Coming and coming until my whole body goes light and it feels like I’m fading into nothingness. I can't feel my limbs anymore and I have no idea what’s going on until I become aware of a mouth between my legs. 
 
       Whimpering I fidget, but Phantom’s adamant. He’s determined for me to get mine, to soften my resistance and make it pliable. I feel something give way to his mouth, building up inside of me with the forcefulness of a cyclone. 
 
       I orgasm into his mouth, bursting at the seams of my femininity and he snarls and gulps, hitting me against his waiting tongue until I twist and turn and come again. He pulls away, grinning and kisses me down my inner thighs while I struggle to regain my sanity. 
 
       “No more,” I pant. “Enough. We’re done here...” Seeing everything in a haze, I try crawling out the shower when Phantom grabs my slit, his palm flat against it, his fingers sprawled across my lower belly and he pulls me back in. 
 
       “Who said you could take that divine ass away?” he snarls and I wiggle my hips around, trying to shake him off. He’s not having it and I fill with distress, panting, 
 
       “Uncle...please... “ 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phantom 
 
      
 
    Uncle? I’m surprised she wants to call me that but I’m game if it turns her on. Ignoring her little whimpers, I pull her upright, wrap her legs around my waist and push past her barrier until she brims with me. 
 
       Moaning, she rolls her head around and I pull her hair away from her face. “You and me,” I purr. “Always you and me.” 
 
       “P...please...,” she whines, crackling around me until my heart travels up my throat and chokes me from all the love I feel for her. She’s never been more enticing than she is to me now. Her skin’s misted, eyes hooded and her mouth trembles under my lips when I slant them over hers. 
 
       “Fuck, I love giving it to you,” I growl, sliding gently inside of her before picking up the pace and she flows along with my thrusts. “Take it, baby. Just fucking be good and take it.” 
 
       “Oh Phantom, we shouldn’t do this...,” she faintly protests but I can’t stop, making sure she’s so full of me she can barely move. She yanks her nails down my back, her hands fisting my hair until my scalp prickles. 
 
       Chuckling, I rasp,” There better be a good reason for your hesitation.” 
 
       Her eyes widen, her lower lip trembling the more I pounce into her. “T...there is,” she stutters, before turning bright red with mortification. “You’re my uncle.” 
 
       The fuck? 
 
       She clasps her hands around my face. “It’s true. We have to stop.” I ignore her, hammering into her and she gasps, “You can’t be in my pussy like t...this...It’s not r...right.” 
 
       Growling, I wrap my hands around her thighs to keep her in place. “Can’t I? Then let go off my cock.” 
 
       “I’m trying,” she cries defenselessly, squirming and her face floods with distress, “but you have to pull out of me first.” 
 
       “Then you’d have to kill me,” I growl. “Cunt’s too damn soft and appealing for a mobster like me and don’t you fucking dare threaten to take this away.” Snarling, I move to feast on her tits and what she just said echoes in the back of my mind. 
 
       “I’m not the one to blame,” she wails and squeezes around my shaft so fiercely I almost blackout. “I tried w...warning you. But you didn’t l...listen...” 
 
       “I know, baby. I know,” I pant. “But you go ahead and let go. Put all the blame on me, baby. Just don’t make me stop,” I grit between my teeth.  
 
       Skyla finally lets herself go, her body molding itself around me and I stare at her pleasure filled face. At those eyes, those cheekbones, that mouth...I don’t care who she is. She’s mine regardless. And no honorable rule in the world keeps us apart. 
 
       The shower stall shakes from our mating, the steam turning into a thick fog and I throw my head back, not feeling anything other than Skyla. It’s intense like this and I work her like an overachiever, work myself to the bone and whip her over and over until she’s a captive in my arms. She may have wings but she’s not going anywhere now, not doing anything other than taking my force. 
 
       “So good...,” I growl in delirium, “so good I fucking fall apart...” 
 
       I want to flood her, bathe her in me and I begin taking her harder than before. She moans, yanking at my hair and the moans turn into complaints. She’s whimpering something I can barely hear but I keep on smacking her and then she screams. 
 
       Her screams shatter in the air at the same time as the shower stall glass splinters and I burst through, landing on my back on the bathroom floor. Skyla gapes, her face turning white before she lets out a moan and begins frantically bouncing on my shaft. 
 
       She’s determined to reach her peak and I want to roar from the fulfilment. Gawking, she places her palms on my chest for balance and I groan, shoving my hips up and clasp my hands around her waist. 
 
       “Fuck,” she squeaks, mounting up and down like a yoyo and she’s full of life, full of vigor and I swell in her heat, swarming with a need to give her the world wrapped up in a pink ribbon.  
 
       Moaning, I cup her tits, flicking the tips with my thumbs, getting her ready to take my come. 
 
       We both roar in unison, unraveling and stroking each other’s sex until our bodies create an eruption that doesn’t stop. Skyla throws a fit on top of me, a seizure that nearly kills me. Her hair’s flying in all direction, lips swelling under her teeth as she races and races to get every last drop out of me, extracting my seed like she’s got one job to do and needs to do it well. 
 
       We curse and I struggle to seize a kiss from how eagerly she dips and rises and I cup her neck, forcing my tongue into her mouth. She drives me slowly now, her hips moving in soft waves and I rasp how much I love her. 
 
       “But it’s wrong,” she whispers back but her hips won’t stop moving like she can’t help it and she tilts her head to the side. “Isn’t it?” 
 
       Her body says differently and when she whispers she loves me back, I know her heart feels the same. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    She’s still a little shaken when get we back out into the living room but throws me a grateful smile when I grab the duvet from the bed, wrap her up and pull her down on the couch. 
 
       “Anything you want to tell me?” I rasp and she bites her lip, whispering, 
 
       “Already did that, Phantom.” 
 
       She’s Gael’s daughter. I stroke Skyla’s hair away from her face and now I see the similarities. They’re there but they’re subtle, making it easier to understand how I missed them. Grabbing some pillows, I arrange them so she’ll be comfortable and then I say, 
 
       “I need to know everything.” 
 
       “Remember the clothes I came in after I saved you/you saved me?” 
 
       I give a curt nod. “The rags.” 
 
       “Oh come on, were they really that bad?” she breathes and I gently remind her to stay on topic. Wringing her hands, she adds, “There was a photo in the pocket of my jacket. First I didn’t think anything of it but then I slowly realized the boy on the picture is you.” 
 
       “Where’s it now?” 
 
       Frenzy flashes in her eyes and she whimpers, “I threw it out the window. I was so nervous you’d find it and I sort of...panicked.” 
 
       “Baby...,” I gently rasp, not liking the idea of her being distressed. “You should’ve told me the moment you found out.” 
 
       Red in the face, she replies, “We’d already kissed by then and I’d already developed feelings. I thought you’d be mortified if you found out the truth and not want anything to do with me.” 
 
       Rubbing a hand down my face, I shake my head. “You’re Gael’s kid.” 
 
       Skyla nods. “She told me you’d been adopted.” 
 
       I nod. “I was. When I was nine and then I left home at sixteen and a couple of years later I joined the mob.” 
 
      Lowering her gaze, Skyla murmurs, “She never knew where you’d gone. Told me the two of you didn’t get along that well, but she did let me know you were the only relative I had left.” 
 
       Agony flares in me. If only I had known about Gael’s death. If only I’d known she’d had a child then Skyla would’ve never have been on her own. Thank fuck our paths crossed anyway. Just the thought of Skyla being out there in the world without me has me shaking. 
 
       From the moment I saw Skyla I knew we had a connection. But I don’t think it has anything to do with our shared family. I think it has to do with the fact of her being her and me being me. Our connection is our own and nobody else’s. 
 
       “Phantom?” she murmurs and I perk my ears. “Before you...my life wasn’t that good.” 
 
       “Neither was mine baby, but you make it a hell of a lot better. I’ll forever be in your debt.” 
 
       “Do I really have your blood in my veins?” she whispers and I nod. Looking down, I stroke my fingers up the veins on her arm. That’s where I run and that’s where I’ll stay. She’ll never be able to get me out. “I like that.” 
 
       “I like that too,” I groan and she looks up at me with her emotional eyes. 
 
       “You’re not mad I didn’t tell you then?” 
 
       “Being mad at you, would have me flogging my back. Being mad at you would in my mind be more depraved than killing someone.” 
 
       “Romantic,” she pants and I smirk. 
 
       “You know what I mean.” 
 
       She nods and a secretive smile lights up her face. It makes me curious and I figure she’s about to drop another bomb on me. “I know something else too.” When I raise a brow, she adds, “I know your real name, Vercingetorix Goth.” 
 
       A shudder goes through me. “Long time since I heard that name.” I squeeze her tight as my heart races. “You’re the only person in the world who knows it besides me.” 
 
       Skyla straightens as if it makes her feel special. “Secret’s safe with me.” Her smile widens. “And it’s not as if I’d ever accidentally spill it. Your real name’s a mouthful.” 
 
       Grunting, I nuzzle her neck. “I like your mouth being full of me.” She sniggers and I pull her in closer. “You’re my sanctuary, Skyla.” 
 
       She softly kisses me back. “And you are mine.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phantom-ONE YEAR LATER 
 
      
 
    We got ourselves a place at the countryside. It was easier that way. Easier for Skyla that is and I personally don’t mind going into the city for work. In the city, Skyla couldn’t walk around as freely but around here she can. 
 
       We’re never seen out in public together and to make sure that Skyla wouldn’t get lonesome, I asked the boss to introduce her to the other mob wives. They welcomed her with open arms even though they don’t know she’s mine. 
 
       They just know she’s the wife of a certain mobster and that’s all the information they get. 
 
       Boss was worried Skyla might slip and say something about me but my angel isn’t reckless. She protects me through and through, the same way I protect her. Besides, she doesn’t socialize with the wives that often. 
 
       She prefers sticking to me. 
 
       I’m her whole world. 
 
       And she’s mine. 
 
       Without Skyla, something was always missing, something wasn’t quite right. I had phantom sensations, the feeling of a heart in my chest that wasn’t quite there. But it was there all along. It just needed her. 
 
       Brushing my hair off my face, I stroke the wood with my hands. This isn’t looking so bad after all, even though I wouldn’t consider myself a carpenter. I rub sandpaper over it one more time and then I take a step back. 
 
       Good enough. 
 
       Looking out the window, I search for Skyla and she’s busy trying to befriend a chipmunk that keeps hanging around. It’s wary of her at first, looking at her with its big eyes and she lowers to the ground. The chipmunk hesitates before slowly walking closer and before I know it, it’s in her lap. 
 
       Fuck me. The girl’s nothing but goodness. Even the damn animal can sense it. 
 
       I let her have her moment with it before calling her over, “Skyla, can you come here for a sec?” 
 
       A smile flashes her face and she brushes off her dress, before running inside. “You summoned me,” she breathes before jumping into my arms and wrapping her legs around me. “For another lovemaking session, I presume?” she purrs and I run hot enough to burst into flames. 
 
       “Angel...,” I groan because she never ceases to please me. “I’ll have you soon but first I want to show you something.” 
 
       “Is it big and long and thick and mighty...,” she moans, toying with my belt and my eyes roll back in my head. I lucked out so hard with her. Not a moment with her goes wasted. I save everyone, little mementos of her that I play up in my head whenever we’re apart. 
 
       Grinning, I shake my head and give her butt a squeeze to get her to focus. Pulling at the sheet, I drop it to the ground and stroke Skyla over her hair. “This is what I wanted to show you.” 
 
       “Oh...,” she breathes, “it’s um....a crib.” 
 
       Frowning, I look at her and her eyes are mild with something maternal but she still seems hesitant and then a scowl forms. 
 
       “What is it? We can buy one if you don’t like it.” 
 
       “I like it, Phantom,” she whispers before shaking her head. “I just want us to wait a little while.” The frown increases as if she’s really worried about this. “I want it to be just you and me. I don’t want to share you.” 
 
       “You’ll never truly share me. You’re always number one,” I groan as my heartbeat picks up. I misjudged her. I thought she wanted a kid but apparently she’s satisfied as it is. And I couldn’t be happier. 
 
       “We’ll get babies later,” she smiles. “And then only boys.” Her eyes sparkle with glee. “I want to be the only girl in your life.” 
 
       “You got it, baby.” I slide my hand up her back, stroking that very special scar and press my lips against my one and only. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Freya 
 
      
 
    The best word to describe the whole spectacle is awkward. I’ve celebrated a ton of birthdays in my time but my nineteenth is turning out to be the most embarrassing one. 
 
       My uncle hasn’t cut any corners. Fairy lights cover the whole park, surrounding our gothic mansion. Alcohol’s overflowing in champagne glasses, strange music that sings about plundering and pillaging plays from the giant speakers.... Exotic animals from the north have been flown in; Nordic lynxes, arctic foxes and even Siberian tigers. 
 
       The whole Nordic Mafia is obsessed with exotic creatures from the north but all I feel when looking at the tiger pacing in his cage is sadness. I know what it’s like to feel like you’re locked in a cage. And suddenly I’m struck by an impulse to just let the giant cat out and give him that taste of freedom. 
 
       Freedom. Mmm...I bet it tastes delicious. 
 
       “There you are,” a male voice grunts and suddenly my head locks in a chokehold. “I’ve been looking all over for you. Happy birthday, fairy.” 
 
       Struggling to breathe, I curse inwardly at my uncle. Sometimes he just doesn’t know his own strength. Especially when he’s been drinking and I search for his wife. When she catches my pleading gaze, she lets out a soft laugh and walks over to us. 
 
       “Viper, go easy on your niece,” she urges, before grimacing. “You’re ruining her gorgeous hairdo.” She goes on to groom me, making sure I look respectable in front of all the men that could potentially be my husband. 
 
       My uncle snorts. “She looks fine,” he growls and I sigh when his knuckles rub my scalp until the skin burns. “Any man will count himself lucky to have her.” 
 
       His wife looks up at him in awe, squealing something about him being so cuuute. It makes uncle all full of himself, his chest bloating and he throws his wife over the shoulder before running away with her into the dark corners of the park. 
 
       My cheeks heat from their antics and I squirm when some of the males raise their glasses at me. Oh hell...I just want this to be over. It’s way over the top and the males looking at me with hunger in their eyes makes me feel like I’m prey about to be eaten. 
 
       I know I’m supposed to be flattered that I’m desired by powerful men. I’m not the prettiest woman around. Most of the other women in the mob are a lot more beautiful than me. They’re all walking, talking bombshells while I’m... 
 
       Curvy. And that’s the nice word for it. The other word is chunky. 
 
       Despite my dress being tailor made, I still feel uncomfortable in it. It’s too tight, sticking to my limbs until all I want to do is rip off my clothes and erupt into a wild dance. Dancing is my life. 
 
       Modern dance specifically, the kind where you pour out all your emotions, the kind where you tell stories with your whole body. When I dance, is the only time I feel amazing. The only time when I feel somewhat at home. 
 
       I swallow when I catch the group of girls in the corner, whispering behind their hands while looking at me. Most of them are girlfriends of the soldiers and I wince when I notice Julien is among them. She’s the worst. And she doesn’t even bother to hide they’re talking shit about me, pointing at my shoes and then my dress and I can only imagine the things they’re saying. 
 
       She looks like a stuffed sausage in that dress. 
 
       Those shoes are for hot girls. Fatty will just pop the heel. 
 
       Gulping, I reach for a glass of champagne and swipe down in one go. It makes my head spin and when I try walking, I stumble and almost fall nose down onto the grass. The catty girls burst into laughter and I turn red in the face. Unable to withstand it anymore, I run into the house, causing my dress to rip and a split tears all the way up to my mid-thigh. 
 
       Struggling to breathe, I climb up the staircase, feeling sick of everything and everyone when I bump into a hard body. It punches the breath out of me and I almost yell out a curse. Strong hands steady me, my eyes darting to great heights until I’m looking into the terrifying face of Rammstein Skinner. 
 
       Rammstein joined the mafia a year ago. He works closely with my uncle and is both well-respected and well-trusted. Despite being in his early thirties he doesn’t have a family of his own and doesn’t live at the compound. 
 
       He’s mysterious like that. 
 
       Out of all the made men, Rammstein is the most...fascinating. His towering height and broad shoulders make me feel tiny and delicate. His tan skin makes him look exotic, and his hair that’s a mix of gold and silver blond is always plaited in intricate braids that go past his shoulder blades. 
 
       But it’s the eyes that get most people talking. One eye is amber, the other a milky white due to the three, thin scars slashing it. It’s rumored a made man gave him the scar when he’d been a child. 
 
       Right now his eyes fixate on me and I feel like I’m under a microscope. As if everything that I am is on display for him, my body, my face...my heart, everything’s ready for his taking. And my skin heats underneath his strong hands. 
 
       “Are you okay?” he rasps and I whimper in response, overly flattered by the sudden concern. His brows knots and I figure I sounded like a strangled cat just now but then he adds, “If anyone gives you any trouble, you tell me and I’ll deal with it.” 
 
       Speaking like a true protector. But I’m not his woman. I’m not his to protect. 
 
       “How kind of you but I’m perfectly fine,” I squeak, flinching when fireworks explode outside. Rammstein’s eyes narrow as if he doesn’t believe me and I quickly excuse myself. “Enjoy the rest of the party.” 
 
       “It’s your party,” he murmurs in a strange tone. “What’s to enjoy if you’re not there?” 
 
       Throwing a look over my shoulder, I gasp in surprise but when my eyes only meet his muscular back, I figure I misheard. Of course I misheard. As if Rammstein “the machine” would ever care about me. The only reason any of the made men are willing to give me even an ounce of attention is because of my uncle. 
 
       Sulky because I know Rammstein won’t ever like me in that way, I run into my bedroom and walk out onto the balcony. Fireworks splay across the sky and I wince when one spells my name. Ugh...so completely over the top and I’m dying to get out of my dress. 
 
       Groaning to myself, I struggle with the buttons and I can’t reach the back. Annoyance flares in me when I realize I’ll probably have to call for the maid to help. She’ll get all pissy no doubt, considering she’s the oldest person in the house and the grumpiest. 
 
       And I don’t want to wake her just to bother her with my pointless problem... 
 
       “Freya.” 
 
       Twitching at the gentle voice, I swiftly turn around and lean into the balcony railing. Rammstein. He’s here in my room, uninvited and with a treacherous look in his eyes. “What are you doing here?” I gasp in shock and he reaches into his pocket. 
 
       “You dropped this.” 
 
       He holds up my earring and it glimmers between his fingers. I touch my earlobe, surprised to find it empty. “Oh, thank you. I didn’t notice,” I whisper, taking it from him and I put it on even though I was getting ready for bed. 
 
       But I don’t want Rammstein to look at me while my jewelry is all asymmetrical and think I’m not pretty. 
 
       “You’re welcome,” he replies, his voice insanely raspy and something about his energy feels dangerous. Yearning seems to boil under his surface, ramming me and I feel like a helpless woman tied to the rails while a train is coming. 
 
       He wants something. And it has nothing to do with my lost and found diamond. 
 
       “I shouldn’t be here,” he murmurs as if knowing what I’m thinking and I flush hot then cold. 
 
       Goosebumps break out on my arms and the back of my neck. “No, you shouldn’t.” 
 
       His eyes flare as if he’s displeased that I agreed. As if he wanted me to throw myself at him and forbid him from going anywhere. He wolfishly licks his firm lips, replying, “But I don’t want to leave.” 
 
       My heart begins pounding. “If someone finds out you’ve been in here...” 
 
       “They’ll have my head,” he finishes calmly. “And I don’t give a flying fuck.” Hunger pours from his eyes and I’ve read him all wrong. He does want me. “You look exquisite tonight, Freya.” 
 
       Raising his arm, he holds out his palm and I stare at it like it’s an invitation to enter forbidden territory. I know why he wants me to take it. To get me off the balcony, away from prying eyes that can see me but can’t see him. 
 
       They have no idea who’s back there waiting for me, waiting for an opportunity to catch and corrupt. 
 
       “What will you do if I agree to take your hand?” I whisper. 
 
       “Be kind to you. Assist you. Help you get out of your dress.” 
 
       My lips purse. “I could call the maid.” 
 
       A smile curves his mouth. “You’d still have to get past me first.” 
 
       I gasp in alarm, wondering if this is a dream. Maybe he’s had too much to drink and is now taking reckless decisions. But he doesn’t smell of alcohol and it seems that I’m the tipsy one here because I’m seriously considering his offer. 
 
       His voice lowers a couple of octaves when he purrs, “I can’t stay away from you. Not tonight. Freya. Just not tonight.” 
 
       He sounds so pleading, like he’s breaking on the inside. I feel like I’m breaking too. This is so unexpected. The way he’s talking and looking at me, speaks of a storm of emotions that have been brewing inside of him and can’t be buried underneath his tough exterior anymore. 
 
       I feel like I have no choice but to offer him my hand. He takes it with so much gratitude and possessiveness that my knees cave. Whimpering, I fall against his chest and he looks down at me with penetrating eyes. They bore into my core like the toughest screwdriver in the world and turn me into something too soft for words. 
 
       In front of him, I’m powerless. The only thing I can do is give in. 
 
       Pulling me farther into the room, he closes the balcony and draws the curtains. His actions make my head spin and I feel like I’m going to faint when he murmurs that he’s locked the door to my room. He’s been planning this since the moment he stepped inside and I’m madly attracted to his cunning ways. 
 
       “I saw the way you looked at the tiger in the cage,” he whispers, placing his hands on my lower back and my eyes roll back in my head. He brings his face closer to mine. “I wish I could give you freedom, Freya. I wish I could take you away.” 
 
       “Can’t you?” I whisper, my mind immediately flooding with fantasies of me and Rammstein out in the big world. He’d be my strong man and I’d be his loving woman. “I want to be with you.” 
 
       A bitter laugh escapes him, his eyes flashing with secrets. “Say that again.” 
 
       I lick my lips. “I want to be with you.” 
 
       His eyes shudder and I shiver when he begins unbuttoning my dress. He takes his time as if he’s unwrapping a gift and showers me with his masculine appreciation. Even before my clothes drop, I know he’ll find me beautiful simply from the way he’s behaving with me. 
 
       I’ve never felt more coveted than when he slides the dress down my shoulders and past my hips. I tremble so hard it feels like I’m about to have a seizure. “Rammstein...” I whimper, suddenly a little bit hesitant and his eyes flash to mine. 
 
       “You’re perfect, Freya.” 
 
       “But...,” 
 
       “Just let me have you,” he urges, his voice slightly panicky. “Just once and then I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
       His hands greedily slide down my body and they feel like velvet on my skin. Eyes shuddering, I plead, “Stop.” 
 
       Rammstein tenses, a low growl echoing in his chest and I hurry to explain. 
 
       “Stop saying you’ll leave me alone.” Hooking my thumbs into my underwear, I pull them off. He jolts, clasping his chest at the sight of me and I pinch my lips, whispering, “I’m yours.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rammstein 
 
      
 
      
 
    She’s mine. She knows her place even if it’ll be for only one night. I want to make this good for her, want to make her feel like she’s cared for. I want her to know that I hold her in high regard. “Freya,” I croak, reaching for her and I stroke the back of my knuckles down her pink seam and she inhales, already both embarrassed and turned on. 
 
       “Am I...,” she pinches her lips as she looks up at me with glassy eyes that crave approval, “to your liking?” 
 
       More than that. There’s not a single thread on her except for the jewelry decorating her body. She’s notorious for her love of everything that glimmers or maybe it’s more of an obsession. Her obsession with gems is understandable to me. 
 
       I’m obsessed with a gem of my own. Her. 
 
       Freya’s eyes roam over me as I remove my clothes and it’s obvious she finds me appealing. I’ve never cared about my looks before, the braids are specific to my rank and not there because of some pathetic male vanity but I’m glad she thinks I’m attractive. 
 
       I swallow. “Words can’t describe what you make me feel.” She tenses when I take a step closer to her, putting my hands on her back and she looks up at me with an expression in her eyes that says I want you and I trust you won’t hurt me. 
 
       Grinding my jaw, I press her up against my chest before sitting down on the edge of the bed and pulling her onto my lap. Her naked slit, spreads over my boxers, wetting them and she seems mortified, her breathing so fierce I worry she’ll pass out. 
 
       “Ram...,” she moans, her eyes rolling around in her head and I taste her lips. The fireworks outside pale in comparison to the ones firing inside of me. Such a sweet little tongue...it laps at me and makes my mind go blank. I feel her skin burning against mine. Bewilderment flares in her eyes when I twist around and pull her down on her back. 
 
       She didn’t expect that and she pants, her hands clutching the sheets and she murmurs that she’s never done this before. She says it as if it’s not evident but it is. I’ve never seen anything more innocent. 
 
       “I’ve never been this close to a man before,” she gasps, looking up at me in awe. “I didn’t know a man could be this hard...,” she traces her hands across my chest, “you feel like steel on top of me...” She trails off and turns red when I familiarize her with my erection. 
 
       “This is harder, isn’t it?” I say and she whimpers, now suddenly worried. 
 
       “Don’t put that in me.” 
 
       Frowning, I stroke her hair from her flushed face. “How else are we going to do this, little Freya?” I ask, amusement flaring in me and she gulps. “I’ll give it to you inch by inch. You won’t feel a thing.” 
 
       That’s a lie. 
 
       “Is it smaller than it feels then?” she asks with girly hope in her voice and I force down a chuckle. 
 
       “It’s pretty tiny,” I say, “you’ll start laughing when I show it to you, embarrassed you were ever scared of it.” 
 
       Freya’s cheeks tint and a relieved smile blooms on her face. “Oh...right.” Her smile widens and she looks down. “Show it to me then.” 
 
       First I need to distract her and I push her back against the pillows, causing her to let out a gasp but taking her off guard was worth it. She looks so damn beautiful with her chestnut hair spread out, and her hefty curves on display that I get a minor heart attack. 
 
       “I will,” I purr in assurance, “just need to warm you up first.” Her eyes widen in surprise when I lower my face between her open thighs and press my mouth against her warmth. She spills over my lips like a dam, a wildfire that scorches me until I’m cursing and snarling, yanking her hips closer and she wails in shock. 
 
       Her legs helplessly struggle as she tries to control herself but eventually she gives up and just takes it. Her body rips and ripples, causing the bed to creak. My tongue enters her deeper, my kisses turning rough and savage and Freya’s fingers dig into my shoulders. 
 
       She’s going to leave little marks but I’ll wear them with pride. When she comes, she comes so forcefully, I need to clamp a hand over her mouth to silence her screams. Once she’s back down on earth again she glances at me through hooded eyes. 
 
       “You didn’t have to do that,” she whimpers and I smirk. How adorable. She thinks that was for her but her pleasure is my pleasure. “Not that I’m c...complaining.” 
 
       “Good to know,” I say, pressing my fingers into her to stretch her and she winces, unused to the invasion but she slowly eases, welcoming me when I lay on top of her. Keeping her busy with kisses, I take out my shaft, inching it closer to her entrance before sinking inside. 
 
       “Aaah...,” she wails, looking down and accusation flares in her eyes, “you said it was tiny and it’s not!” 
 
       “Average...,” I growl while she almost turns herself inside out to be able to take me. “Just relax, you’ll be fine.” 
 
       Nodding her head, she huffs, “You won’t get me pregnant, will you Ram? I’m too young.” 
 
       “You won’t get pregnant on your first try,” I grit but deep down that’s what I want. I want her heavy with my offspring and I squeeze my eyes, knowing it can’t ever happen but I’m too fucked up to use any protection. I enter her deeper until she’s flat against me and she lets out a sound of discomfort before those sounds turn into moans. She scratches her nails down my arms, squirming with need and I begin moving rhythmically. Sweat pours down my face, my jaw clenching so hard because of her tightness that I’ll be surprised if I still have a jaw by the end. 
 
       Panting, her lids flutter and her body begins meeting my thrusts, rocking and shaking. Letting out a strangled moan, I ejaculate before collapsing on top of her and she inhales, threading her fingers into my hair. 
 
       She lays there, dazed and slightly confused about what just happened while I enjoy having her naked body pulsating from the aftershocks of her orgasm underneath mine. 
 
       “I feel so different now, Ram....” She gasps as I get up and it physically hurts to tear myself away from her. I’d rather have my organs plucked one by one than leave her right now. Her legs are still spread, a sweet mixture of her innocent blood and my come trickling down her thigh. “Where are you going,” she asks, looking at me through hooded eyes and she seems beat. 
 
       Bending down, I put a kiss on her forehead and she beams up at me. “I’d better go until someone realizes I’m in here. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
       She nods, pleased and content before letting out a squeal and burying her face in the pillows. “I can’t believe I lost my virginity on my birthday!” She glances at me, panting dreamily, “And to you of all people.” 
 
       That’s right. I beat all other males. My heart sinks. Because this... 
 
       This can’t happen again. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Watching her is like a drug. Especially when she dances. I’ve never seen anyone move like that. She looks like she’s about to break into a thousand beautiful pieces and I want to collect each one. Dressed in a leotard and sheer top, she dances with ferocity, spinning around like a whirlwind and her hair escapes her strict bun. 
 
       Tendrils fly all around her face and I know this is how I’ll remember her. Wild. Beautiful. Open. This is how I’ll remember her when things go to hell and they will go to hell. My time is limited and I know I’m a bastard for sleeping with her. 
 
       She didn’t deserve that. She deserves someone who can be by her side and I can’t. One day I will lose her and I don’t know when that day will come but I know that getting her hopes up is out of the question. I can never marry her, never build a family with her but I still took what should’ve belonged to her husband. 
 
       I did it for selfish reasons. I wanted her too much, because I couldn’t hold back, because the thought of another male claiming her before me sent me into an insane rage. I wanted one little taste of her to sustain me for the rest of my life. However much is left of it anyway because it’s a dangerous business I’m involved in. 
 
       I’ve done some bad things. 
 
       Freya may hate me when she finds out. I won’t blame her. And eventually I hope, she’ll have it in her to forgive me one day. 
 
       Leaning against the doorway, I stay hidden, not wanting her to notice me and she whirls around, the sharp light from the gothic windows catching her every move. Spinning passionately, she abruptly stops and lets out a low curse. 
 
       “Damn, why can’t I ever get that right?” she mutters to herself. Her face is fuming, endearing her to me and a cut of grief slashes my chest. Freya, baby girl...if only things had been different. If only I’d known I’d find something as precious as you in this forsaken place. 
 
       “Maybe if you lost a couple of pounds, you’d manage,” a female voice says, sauntering inside from another door along with a male. He’s a mere soldier but my fists still clench because I don’t want him anywhere near Freya. 
 
       “Julien,” Freya breathes and her eyes dart. “So nice of you to offer your opinion but I’m having a private dance session right now.” 
 
       This Julien person lets out a laugh, while pretending to inspect her nails. “You call that dancing?” She laughs again and I want to smack her in the mouth. “Aren’t you confident? From where I was standing it looked more like you were trying to imitate a bull in a china shop.” 
 
       The soldier laughs, putting a hand on Julien’s shoulder. “Easy, sexy. She’s the boss’s niece after all and I don’t feel like getting in trouble.” 
 
       “Your boyfriend’s right,” Freya says. “You should leave.” 
 
       Turning red in the face, Julien snaps, “Are you just gonna let her talk to me like that? She’s being mean to me.” 
 
       “Don’t talk like that to my girlfriend,” the soldier warns and bile rises in my throat. 
 
       Freya puts her hands on her hips. “I suppose I could ask you nicely but I’m not sure I care enough.” 
 
       “So rude...,” Julien whines, shaking the soldier’s arm and he lets out a growl, 
 
       “Now you’re just asking for it...” 
 
       “Ah-ah,” I rasp, walking into the room. Freya’s eyes flare, her cheeks turning pink and she seems embarrassed about the whole situation. “I wouldn’t get on Freya’s bad side if I were you.” I menacingly walk closer and the two idiots harassing my woman tense. “If you got a problem with her, you got a problem with me.” 
 
       The soldier opens his mouth to speak but I’m not in the mood for benevolence. Truthfully, I’m pretty pissed off right now. Not only did I fuck Freya last night, knowing I’ll never be able to replicate the fine deed but on top of it, I come here to watch her dance and they have the audacity to disturb her. 
 
       They spoke to her as if she doesn’t have a man to back her up. But fuck, does she have a man. I shoot out with my hand, grabbing the soldier by the neck and slam him into the window. Glass shatters, cutting into his skin and his bimbo girlfriend begins screaming. 
 
       Ignoring the screams, I grab the soldier around his collar, dragging his body along the floor then stop before Freya, “You want me to kill him?” 
 
       The screams increase and Julien throws herself at Freya’s feet. “Please,” she pleads, looking up at her. “Tell him to stop, please, please...” 
 
       Freya looks down at her. “You’re begging me?” When Julien frantically nods, Freya shrugs. “Okay. Rammstein, you can let him go.” 
 
       My lips pull over my teeth because I’m not that sure I find the order appealing but whatever, if that’s her wish then so be it. I toss the soldier to his waiting girlfriend, growling, 
 
       “You ever mess with Freya again, I’ll beat the shit out of you. And the same goes for your little bitch.” They scurry, rising and I curse. “Now fuck off.” 
 
       Running away with their tails between their legs, they close the door and I turn to Freya who watches me with glitter in her eyes. 
 
       “That was, um...,” she trails off, letting out a soft laugh, “pretty convenient actually. Julien’s always been on my case and I’ve always wanted to give her a taste of her own medicine.” 
 
       “She won’t bother you again. And if she does, you just let me know.” 
 
       Freya nods, twisting a strand of hair behind her ear before sitting down on the windowsill. “What are you doing here anyway?” She clears her throat. “I mean, not that I mind...,” turning pink in the face, she confesses, “I’ve been thinking about you all night.” 
 
       I want to know what she was thinking down to every last detail. But asking her to tell me, would be downright cruel. She needs to know there can’t be anything between us and agony burns in my veins. 
 
       “Yeah, about last night,” I begin and Freya’s breaths turn excited, “what happened can’t ever happen again. It was a one time thing and I’m not looking for anything serious.” 
 
       The excited breaths come to a stop. Turning white in the face, she stares at me with horror in her eyes that quickly turns to shame. “I don’t understand...I thought...,” her voice lowers from devastation. “Was I that bad?” she whispers. 
 
       Inwardly I wince, wanting to press my crotch against her soft thigh to let her know how much I want her. And she was the opposite of bad. She was everything I had ever dreamed of. 
 
       “You’re inexperienced,” I rasp as agony burns in me. “We’re not a good match and I don’t want you to get your hopes up.” 
 
       Her shoulders begin trembling. She looks down before she looks at me again with pain in her eyes. “My hopes up?” The expression in her eyes turns into anger. “Then why did you make it feel so special if you didn’t want me to get my hopes up?!” 
 
       Clumsily rising, she rushes past me and it takes everything I have to not stop her. She runs into the hallway and I squeeze my eyes when I hear her bursting into tears. I flinch when she thunders back again, tears streaking down her cheeks. 
 
       “You know what, Ram?” she sobs, pointing at her chest. “I’ve never really felt at home in my own body. Always thought I was too much or not enough but then I merged with you and I though...I thought that maybe my home isn’t my own body. I thought that maybe it’s another person.” She slowly shakes her head, looking at me as if just twisted her insides. “I’m such a fool!” 
 
       Fuck. 
 
       She’s taking this harder than I expected. 
 
       Because she wanted to give and she did give. And all I did was take. 
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    Freya-Three months later 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure what it is that disturbs me in the middle of the night, but I wake up with a twitch. A bad feeling flares in me and I roll over, groaning when my skin prickles for no reason. It’s still dark out, the house woozily silent and yet I have the sense that something terrible is going on. 
 
       Thinking I must be imagining, I still rise and put on my robe. I don’t pull the belt as tight to avoid putting any strain on my belly. My heart flutters in my chest as a wave of both concern and euphoria washes over me. 
 
       I’m pregnant. 
 
       And nobody knows, least of all Rammstein. Ever since our altercation where he basically flat out told me he had no feelings for me, we’ve been avoiding each other best we can and it’s been working pretty well. We avoid eye contact and we avoid staying in the same room. In the past, Rammstein used to have dinner with all of us but lately he’s been skipping it. 
 
       It’s taking a toll on me, having him in the same house while being unable to tell him I’m carrying his child. If I did, I know he wouldn’t want it anyway. Just like he didn’t want me. As if that wasn’t bad enough, I also have to keep the pregnancy secret from everyone else to avoid chaos from erupting. 
 
       My uncle will be furious. I’m not married and I have no male, backing me up. I’m all alone which means I’ll have to leave the compound before my stomach grows so big, I won’t be able to hide it anymore. 
 
       I already have a protruding bump as it is and it doesn’t look like I’m going to have a small baby. Then again of course it won’t be small, it’s Rammstein’s and I wouldn’t expect anything less. Walking out into the hallway, I sneak down to the kitchen because I’m thinking some warm milk will calm my nerves. 
 
       To my annoyance the kitchen isn’t empty. Mayra, our maid is busy making what looks like peppermint cookies and inwardly I groan. Not peppermint cookies. My mouth’s already watering and I’ll probably polish the whole tray as soon as they’re out of the oven. 
 
       “What are you doing up this late?” Mayra grunts because she has eyes in the back of her neck. 
 
       I sit down at the kitchen island. “Just couldn’t sleep,” I murmur, picking up some petals that have fallen down from the flower arrangement. “What’s your excuse?” 
 
       “All the men in this house eat like a hoard of starving horses. I can’t keep up.” 
 
       I frown because she’s never had any problems before but then she tenses, shrugging. 
 
       “I couldn’t sleep either,” she adds and I notice she seems frazzled. Her hands are trembling and usually when she bakes, she tends to hum to herself but now her mouth’s firmly pinched. I hope nothing bad is going on with her family or friends and I turn worried. 
 
       “Is everything okay?” I ask and she throws me a stressed glance. 
 
       “Fine,” she snaps. “Other than that I’m not in the mood for girl talk. Now go back to bed.” 
 
       Pouting, I mutter that I want some warm milk first and I’m about to rise to make it myself, but she cuts me off, grabbing a tiny casserole and quickly pours the liquid and turns up the heat. She seems to be in an awful hurry. Like she can’t wait to get rid of me and I wonder why. 
 
       Once the milk’s heated, she transfers it to a mug and shoves it into my hands. “Take it with you upstairs.” She nods at me. “Off you go. Chop, chop.” 
 
       Ignoring her ushering, I take a slow sip and her eyes narrow. Putting her hand on her hip, she shakes her head at me but I feel like she’s hiding something. Pearls of what looks like perspiration glimmer on her forehead as if she’s distraught. 
 
       Strange, very strange and I get that peculiar feeling again, shivers crawling up my spine and I look around, wondering if something’s going on that I should know about. “Ms. Mayra, you know you can tell me anything, don’t you...?” I begin, trailing off when I hear a low groan from somewhere and I freeze. “What was that?” 
 
       “The wind,” Mayra says quickly but her eyes are fearful. “The house makes strange noises when it’s gusty.” 
 
       My eyes narrow because I think I can tell the difference between a creaking house and what sounded like a human groan. A male’s groan, low and pained and my pulse begins beating in my veins. I think I know what’s going on. 
 
       They must’ve brought some man to the compound and taken him down to the basement for...torture. I take a deep breath because even though I know that bad stuff goes on around here it tends to be very rare. Don’t mix business with family and that kind of thing. 
 
       Straightening my spine, I ask, “Who’s the guy they’re torturing?” 
 
       Mayra flinches. “How do you know that’s what they’re doing?” 
 
       “Aren’t they?” I ask, slowly shaking my head and I take a sip of some more milk. “What did he do to deserve it?” 
 
       “That’s what I ask myself too,” Mayra sighs. “It doesn’t make any sense to me. He was always so very polite, always had a smile to spare when I had a rough day. And your uncle was so fond of him. For them to treat him this way...” 
 
       In my chest my heart flips, the milk suddenly tasting sour and I dread asking the question. “Who are you talking about?” 
 
       “Rammstein,” Mayra whispers and my world comes tumbling down like a house of cards. “But you didn’t hear it from me.” 
 
       Oh, I wish I hadn’t heard it at all. They’re torturing Rammstein? Tears prickle behind my eyes and I let out a whimper, feeling like I’ll explode from the agony. Pushing my head in between my knees, I struggle for my next couple of breaths while Mayra puts a hand on my shoulder. 
 
       “Get a hold of yourself. I know it’s unpleasant news but you barely know each other.” 
 
       He’s the father of my unborn child, I want to scream but force myself to swallow the secret. This can’t be happening. This feels like a nightmare. Did uncle find out about me and Rammstein’s romp? Is that why he’s doing this to him? 
 
       I feel the blood drain from my face and I let out a groan, holding onto the island for balance as I rise. “I need to see it with my own eyes,” I murmur but Mayra clasps my arm. 
 
       “Sit back down. You’re going to help me bake instead of interfering with men’s business.” 
 
       “You don’t understand,” I whisper, taking my arm back. “Nobody does.” 
 
       “Silly girl,” Mayra hisses after me. “You’re going to get yourself into trouble.” 
 
       It feels like I’m caught up in a haze as I make my way to the basement. I stay as silent as possible, creeping because I don’t want to get caught. If they catch me, I’ll be interrogated. What was I doing there, what did I hear, what did I see...? 
 
       Trembling, I go to my knees, placing my face in front of the keyhole and the room’s fully lit up, allowing me to see everything clearly. My uncle’s in there together with the enforcer and they’re both standing before a wooden chair. 
 
       And sitting in that chair is...Rammstein. 
 
       A tear slides down my cheek and I put my hand over my mouth. What have they done to him? His head is hanging, his chest shirtless and he’s not wearing any shoes. Exhaustion’s written all over him and I try not to look at the blood trickling from his ear. 
 
       Anger bubbles up in me and I protectively cradle my tiny bump. I don’t care that Rammstein didn’t want me, I don’t care that he rejected and hurt me. None of that matters. What matters is that I have his child in my womb and I can’t let this happen to him. I have to help him. 
 
       But how? 
 
       And oh...this is all my fault. I should have warned him how bad it could get if my uncle found out that he’d taken liberties. Especially since he’d taken liberties with the boss’s niece. Pressure settles over my chest and I lick my lips to stay focused. 
 
       I need to be strong, calculating if I’m going to make this work but all I want to do is cradle Rammstein’s face in my hands and tell him everything’s going to be okay. Not that I know it will but at least I’ll do anything in my power to make it happen. 
 
       Gasping, I squeeze my eyes when the enforcer smacks Rammstein across his jaw and I’m shocked. I’ve never witnessed any violence growing up. I’m used to these men, they’re all family to me and watching them do this to Rammstein makes bile rise in my throat. 
 
       “Fucker,” my uncle grits between his teeth. “I trusted you. Brought you into my lair, accepted you as a brother and this is how you repay me.” 
 
       “They...know...less than you think,” Rammstein slurs and I raise my brows. What is he talking about? I thought this was about him sleeping with me but maybe it isn’t...maybe something else is going on. 
 
       “That’s what I too would say if I was about to have my intestines ripped out and wrapped around my neck,” the enforcer replies in a chilling voice and I wonder if his wife knows this side of him. Probably not. If she did, she’d never dare sleep in the same bed as him. 
 
       “Tomorrow,” uncle adds, before throwing a disgusted look at Rammstein. “At least now you have something to look forward to. Toodles,” he whistles, as both him and the enforcer go for the door and I panic. Rising, I hurry to hide in a dark corner and they walk out. 
 
       My breath hitches in my throat when my uncle stops. Damn, he’s got that spidey sense that tends to freak everyone out. And now it’s freaking the hell out of me because if he turns around, he’ll see me cowering. 
 
       I dig my nails into the brick wall, my whole body about to explode from anxiety. Don’t turn around. Please, don’t, don’t, don’t... 
 
       To my relief he doesn’t and they walk up the staircase and it gives me a moment to breathe out. Turning the doorknob, I walk inside and Rammstein doesn’t even notice me. He’s so out of it that my heart aches. Usually he’s strength personified. Usually he’s all power but now he looks so vulnerable that I want to burst into tears. 
 
       The baby cowers in my womb, just as upset by the condition of its father as I am. Wringing my hands, I whisper his name but he doesn’t hear me. I walk closer, not knowing how he’ll react and my palms are clammy. 
 
       My poor Ram... 
 
       I flinch. That’s right, he’s not mine. He didn’t want me. 
 
       Then a flash of hope strikes in my chest. Was there a reason for his rejection? Did he know this would happen? The hurt I’ve been feeling fades and I just want to make things better between us. Especially when he’s in this horrible situation and I flood with nurturing care. 
 
       “Rammstein,” I whisper but he doesn’t react, making me worried and I reach out, touching his cheek. He flinches like I slapped him, jerking in his chair until it almost topples and I gasp. His strange eyes bore into mine and despite everything that’s going on, I still go hot for him. 
 
       I belong to this man so much that I have no choice but to accept everything and anything that comes with it. 
 
       “Dream,” he rasps, looking at me with so much tenderness that I feel like weeping. “This is a dream...too good to be real.” 
 
       Cheeks flushing, I look down at him. He’s talking like he has feelings for me and my body goes into turmoil again. Why would he think I’m a dream if he doesn’t like me? Wetting my lips, I whisper, “It’s not a dream. I’m really here.” 
 
       A tired smile crosses his face, a slow laugh leaving his throat as if he doesn’t believe me and I put my hand on his shoulder, squeezing it. 
 
       “Do you believe me now?” 
 
       He blinks slowly as if aching, before his eyes flare and he sits up so fiercely in the chair that the ropes keeping him in place almost break. His gaze bores into mine, dark and forbidden and it drips with fury. “What the fuck are you doing in here? Get out now before anyone finds you here.” 
 
       “Keep your voice down,” I urge, throwing a distressed glance at the door. “They’ve gone to bed, you don’t need to worry about them.” I raise my chin because I know he will protest. “And I’m here to save you.” 
 
       The corners of Rammstein’s mouth twitch and I’m amazed that he still can smile after everything he’s been through. “A woman saving a man? Think again, little Freya. Turn around, walk out that door and pretend you never saw me like this.” 
 
       My lower lip trembles from frustration. “Why do you always reject me, Rammstein?” Tears flood my eyes, one trickling down my cheek and falling on the concrete floor. Oh no, it must be all the hormones. But it’s not easy being in this situation with the dad of your baby. 
 
       Agony flashes his face. “I’m not rejecting you. I’ve never rejected you and I never will. I’m trying to do what’s best for you.” 
 
       “Too late,” I whisper. The baby kicks in agreement and I hide a smile. “Now, how do I get these stupid ropes off?” Getting my hands on the ropes, I let out a low curse because whoever did this, did such a good job there’s no way I’ll be able to get him loose without a knife. Guess, I’ll need a knife then... 
 
       “Freya,” Rammstein murmurs in a pained voice. “Baby girl, you don’t want to do this. I’m not a good man, you don’t want to save me and I’d rather be tortured to death than have you put yourself in danger because of me.” 
 
       “Uncle won’t do anything,” I say, looking around for a knife. “He loves me, he wouldn’t hurt me.” 
 
       Rammstein coughs. “That may be true but you’d bring shame upon him for cooperating with his enemy. He’d have to punish you somehow.” Rage crosses Rammstein’s eyes. “Probably marry you off to a made man from another mob.” 
 
       I tense. That does sound like something uncle would do. And what a disaster it would be if I was married off to someone while pregnant. Black spots dance before my eyes at the thought of raising Rammstein’s child with someone else and I look around in anguish. 
 
       “I have to get you out,” I whimper and Rammstein lets out a growl. 
 
       “Listen to me and listen good. Even if you managed to get me out of here, I still won’t be able to leave the compound. Not in my condition and there are guards everywhere. I don’t stand a chance.” 
 
       He’s right. He’s in a weakened state and it’s not like I know how to use a gun. I mean, I did get lessons but I never paid any attention, thinking I’d never need to use them. Damn, was I wrong. That knowledge would’ve come in handy right now. 
 
       “Best thing you can do is leave me here,” he adds and I stare at him. 
 
       Leave him here like this? Tied up and drained and waiting for his next torture session. It makes me nauseous but deep down I know he has a point. Acting too recklessly will only get us caught. I need some more time to come up with a plan. 
 
       I need to find out a way how we’ll leave the compound without getting caught... I look down at his face, at the scars crisscrossing his chest and I’m amazed that despite everything he seems to be brimming with strength. 
 
       His muscles clench beneath the ropes and his jaw’s hard. And worst of all, he’s looking at me like he both wants to spank me and praise me. 
 
       “Didn’t expect this from you,” he rasps, “didn’t think you cared this much after what I said.” 
 
       Biting my lip, I reply, “Did you mean it?” My heart pounds as I wait for his answer, my legs feeling like jelly and it feels like I’m about to drop down into a pile of feminine overwhelm. Rammstein’s eyes stir and his voice is husky when he says, 
 
       “No. I hated myself for doing that to you. For sleeping with you and then making you feel like I tossed you to the side. Fuck Freya, everything went to hell after our night together. I couldn’t focus, couldn’t be myself.” He curses again. “No wonder I fucked up.” 
 
       Rammstein straightens, coughing again and I hurry over to the sink to get him some water. It feels good being able to do something for him. I’d like to wet a rag and clean up the blood on his body but then they’ll know someone’s been in here. 
 
       I carefully let Rammstein drink and he does it so greedily that it makes me think of the time when he...drank me that way and my face heats. Oh, now’s not the time to think about that... 
 
       Once he’s done, I put the cup back in its place, covering all tracks. But something’s really bothering me at the back of my head and I can’t ignore it anymore. I have to know. 
 
    “Ram?” I whisper and he raises his brows. “They didn’t take you down here because they know about us, did they?” He slowly shakes his head, his eyes careful and I’m grateful that uncle doesn’t know but why the hell are they torturing him then? Gulping, I breathe, “What did you do?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Rammstein 
 
      
 
    She’ll hate me when she finds out. It’s in her blood. The mafia life is all she’s ever known. She was born into it, raised in it and she knows the meaning of loyalty. I’m terrified, she’ll run out of the room once I tell her but I can’t lie to her anymore. 
 
       There’s no point. It’s over. Things screwed up and fuck, maybe deep down I wanted to screw up. Maybe I wanted boss to find out about me, maybe I was sick of hiding and knowing that I’d lost Freya forever made me feel like I didn’t have anything to lose anyway. 
 
       “Don’t start crying when I tell you,” I grind and she raises her brows. 
 
       “Why would I start crying?” 
 
       I stare at her face, taking this moment in and gratitude fills my chest because she’s here with me. Because I was allowed to see her one last time before she declares she hates me and severs all contact. 
 
       “I’m a double agent,” I finally say between my teeth and Freya gasps in shock. “I work for the FBI and my job was to infiltrate the Nordic Mafia.” 
 
       Swaying, Freya looks at me like I’ve grown horns and a pointy tail. Tears flood her eyes and she lets out a sob. “Rammstein, no...,” she whispers and it’s killing me, “no, no, no. How could you?” 
 
       When she backs off into the wall, I make an attempt to follow but the ropes cut into my skin and I let out a curse. Wrapping her arms around her body, Freya slides down the wall and starts shaking while silently crying. Tears stream down her cheeks and she buries her face in her hands. 
 
       “Freya...,” I plead, “don’t do this to me...” 
 
       She snivels, wiping the tears off and when she looks up at me, her eyes are disappointed. “Why did you do it, Ram? They’re your brothers, we were your family...how....how could you r...ruin us like this?” 
 
       Fuck, what do I tell her? That I’ve hated the Nordic Mafia ever since I was child? That my father who gave me the scars on my face when I was a kid was a member? That when FBI approached me with this mission, I accepted because I saw it as my chance for revenge? 
 
       And should I tell her I know regret what I’ve done? The made men weren’t as bad as I thought. They were loyal, ready to sacrifice themselves for their brothers, their women, their children...their families. Eventually I began warming up to them, liking them...and Freya made everything even harder. 
 
       I never gave FBI what they really wanted even though I have heaps of information. But saying something that could hurt Freya turned out to be impossible and I’ve kept my mouth shut, revealing only unimportant bits and pieces here and there and blaming it on the mob being too suspicious and too careful. 
 
       “They don’t know as much as you think,” I tell Freya. “I’ve never given them any crucial information.” 
 
       Freya stops sobbing and looks at me. “You’ve never told them anything that could hurt us?” I shake my head and she murmurs, “I’m not sure if I believe you.” She bites her lip. “Actually I don’t believe you but I suppose it doesn’t matter. I still have to get you out.” 
 
       She rises, dragging a hand down her belly and the gesture’s unusual for her but maybe it’s her time of the month. “I’ll think of something,” she says. “I’ll find a way to get you free.” 
 
       That she won’t ever be able to pull off. I’m stuck. And I should worry about my situation but instead I worry more about her walking out, without letting me taste her again. 
 
       “Before you leave I want you to come closer. I know I don’t have the right to demand anything but I don’t think I’ll last through the night without feeling your lips on mine.” 
 
       “I’m not the kind of girl who kisses traitors,” she whispers, raising her chin, “but...I don’t think I can say no to you.” She pinches her lips. “Does that make me a bad person, Ram?” 
 
       Fuck no. “That makes you a good girl, Freya,” I rasp, my heart pounding like a hammer when she walks over to me and I inhale her scent. She smells of sleep, of soft things and in her pale blue robe, she looks like cleanliness and goodness itself. It makes me want to hold her and never let go. Kill anyone that tries to rip her away from my arms. 
 
       “A very good girl...,” I pant when she stands before me. Hell, if I was free, I’d already have her up the wall right now and it’s torture having to wait for her to make the first move. Lowering her face, she gives me a meek kiss. One that’s supposed to be sweet and caring but I don’t want it sweet with her. She riles me up too much and I shamelessly thrust my tongue into her mouth, until she whimpers. Testosterone rages in my body as I lick her, twisting and probing and it makes her tremble like it’s my cock she’s taking. 
 
       Her arms go around my neck as if she needs to steady herself and my head swims. She’s just like I remember. Made for me and I can’t get enough, pressuring her to give more and more until I almost swallow her in one gulp. 
 
       “You always take the whole yard when I give you an inch...,” she whispers with hooded eyes and swollen lips. 
 
       And she lets me take it which is what makes her so irresistible. I want to roar in agony that she’s going to leave me but I can’t keep her here the whole night. She looks like she doesn’t want to leave me either, hesitating and lingering around my lips as if she wants more but then she flinches and runs out the room. 
 
       She takes all the shimmery lights with her and the thought is clear in my mind. If I ever manage to escape this compound, she’s going to come with me. I can’t live without her. Saving me is pointless if she can’t give me herself. 
 
       Freedom means nothing without her. 
 
       She’s my everything. My little light in the dark and despite everything, a smile still crosses my face before I’m swallowed by shadows. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Freya 
 
      
 
    I’ve never found our dinners that trying before but suddenly I can barely get through half the meal. Everyone’s sitting around the table, drinking, eating and talking and I want to scream that there’s a man down in the basement right now who should’ve been my husband. 
 
       Frustrated, I drag a hand through my hair and I can’t push down another bite. Last night after I left Rammstein, I couldn’t sleep. Then I spent the rest of the day dancing and keeping to myself, pretending that everything’s normal. 
 
       I suppose I’m doing a pretty good job because nobody’s suspecting anything and Mayra’s keeping her mouth shut. She hasn’t told uncle I’ve visited Rammstein. I take it as a sign she’ll be willing to help me because she’s going to need to be part of my plan. 
 
       Digging my fingers into my napkin, I take a sip of my drink before excusing myself. I don’t know if I can last a second longer while the enforcer sits opposite me with cracked knuckles. Knuckles he used on Ram... 
 
       Agony flares in me as I rush out of the dining room but out in the hallway, I bump into uncle. He’s late for dinner which isn’t unusual but what is unusual is that he seems bogged down and in the back of my mind, I wonder if what he does to Ram bothers him. He accidentally slams into me, robbing me off air and I land on my butt. 
 
       “Fuck, I didn’t see you,” he curses, “did I hurt you...?” He trails off, his eyes going lower, darkening and I know what he’s staring at. When I fell, my knitted sweater slid up, revealing my stomach. Gasping, I pull the sweater down and uncle’s hand is cold when he helps me up. 
 
       “What is that?” he slithers in a low voice and I do my best to hide that I’m trembling. 
 
       “What is what?” I whisper. 
 
       “Your belly,” he grits between his teeth. “Why the fuck is it protruding like that?” 
 
       Blood pounds in my temples as I try to come up with an excuse. I have to explain this away somehow and I breathe, “Uncle, why do you tease me so?” I pull a wounded girl pride grimace. “It’s just my food baby.” 
 
       He frowns. “Food baby?” 
 
       I nod. “You know...when you’ve had too much to eat. Dinner was delicious tonight...” I look down as if embarrassed by the conversation and uncle looks embarrassed too. 
 
       “Right,” he mutters, “sorry...” 
 
       He shakes his head to himself, about to brush past me and I pinch my lip. I’m going to betray him. Betray the man who raised me after his brother died in a shooting. Can’t say he was ever like a father figure to me but he was the only guardian in my life. I could always trust him. 
 
       And he used to be able to trust me. 
 
       “Uncle...,” I whisper and he throws a look over his shoulder, “um...” I want to say thanks for everything but instead I murmur, “I forgot to thank you for the birthday party. It was great. I loved it.” 
 
       Uncle flashes a smile. “Good. Next year we’re doing a bigger one. I’m thinking polar bears...” He winks at me before walking off and my heart dips. There won’t be a party arranged for me next year. He won’t want to have anything to do with me. And as much as I know that I should be furious with uncle for what he’s doing to Rammstein, I just can’t be. 
 
       Rammstein betrayed us. And uncle is just following the code but my loyalty doesn’t lie with him anymore. It lies with the man who stole my virginity just little over four months ago. I stroke a hand over my bump. I’m already crazy attached. To the bump, to Rammstein...they mean everything to me now. 
 
       Hurrying into the kitchen, I come to a stop before Mayra who throws me a suspicious glance. “You look like you want something,” she grunts, “the answer is no.” 
 
       “Please,” I plead, “you have to help me out.” 
 
       “Spit it out then,” she sighs, no doubt thinking I’ll ask her to do my laundry. “What do you need?” 
 
       I wring my hands. “Your car keys.” When she begins protesting I say, “I’m going to smuggle Rammstein out of the compound tonight.” 
 
       “You’re doing what?” she screams and I tell her to shush. “Forget it, I’m not helping you. They’ll slit my throat and what you really need is a good advice, missy.” She takes a deep breath. “And here it comes: stop fraternizing with the enemy!” 
 
       “He’s not my enemy,” I hiss, “you don’t understand.” Sucking a breath, I pull up my sweater. “I’m pregnant with Rammstein’s kid.” 
 
       Mayra turns white in the face, horror flashing in her eyes. “You little fool. It’s worse than I thought.” 
 
       Frantically nodding I say, “You’ll help me out then?” 
 
       She slowly shakes her head, looking at me as if she doesn’t know whether to give me a hug or slap me on the wrist. “You’ve made your bed. If you didn’t want to be in this mess, you shouldn’t have spread your legs.” 
 
       My face heats at the crude words. Spread my legs...oh yeah, I seem to recall they were wrapped around Rammstein’s neck. The heat increases and I ramble excuses before I start pleading again. But Mayra’s not having it, ushering me out of the kitchen and I turn cold. 
 
       Back up in my room, I throw myself on the bed and bury my face in the pillows. What do I do now? I counted on Mayra’s help but I can’t force her. The only other possible plan is to simply untie Rammstein, give him a gun and hope for the best. 
 
       If we’re lucky, we’ll manage to get out of the compound unscathed. I throw a look out the window, at the iron gates where guards patrol. Nobody gets in or out without being checked and I slam my hand onto the mattress. Damn, this is complicated...! 
 
       Getting up, I pace back and forth while trying to come up with the best solution. The hours wander past midnight and my eyes squeeze because I know what they’re doing downstairs. It’s another session. But I can’t help him now. I have to wait until I’m sure the whole house has gone to bed. 
 
       Waiting a little bit longer until I’m pretty sure the coast is clear, I sneak out of my room and go downstairs. I’m being careful, cautious not to get caught which is why I almost scream when I run into Julien. 
 
       What the hell? Where did she come from? 
 
       She looks like she’s been lying in wait for me, a calculated glimmer in her eyes and she crosses her arms over her chest. “Suspish,” she says with her brows raised, “that you would be sneaking around at this time.” She lets out a laugh. “Oh, I heard you talking in the kitchen to the slave. Wait until I tell boss you’re compromising our safety.” 
 
       Her grin widens as she points at my belly in triumph. “And wait until I tell him you’re preggo with Skinner’s baby!” 
 
       Blood drains from my face as Julien starts laughing but then there’s a sound of a smash, her eyes rolling back in her head and she drops to the floor. Behind her, Mayra’s standing with a frying pan in hand. 
 
       “I’ve always wanted to do that,” she breathes with red cheeks and I cover my mouth in shock. 
 
       “Ms. Mayra...you could’ve killed her.” 
 
       “Tough tittie,” Mayra shrugs, lowering the pan, “now let’s get this over with. We don’t have any time to waste.” 
 
       Excitement flares in me. “You’re helping me then.” She nods and I add, “What made you change your mind?” 
 
       “Everybody deserves a happy ending. And I don’t like the thought of a baby being brought into the world without a father.” 
 
       Tears prickle my eyes and I pull her in for a crushing hug. “Thank you,” I weep but she brushes me off even as her face shines with emotions. After handing me the car keys, she steps into a closet and I tie up her hands and gag her mouth with a scarf. This will hopefully be believable. It better be and I blow her a kiss before closing the door. 
 
       Running down the hall, I sneak into the basement and nearly freak out at the sight of Rammstein. They went for his arms this time, his beautiful tan skin and muscles ruined by what looks like lash marks. His head flops to the side, his eyes closed and his braids are a mess. 
 
       And yet, despite that he’s still the only male who can get my hormones going.    “Rammstein?” I say, needing his attention but he doesn’t give it. 
 
       He’s unresponsive and I fill with dread. Running over to him, I clasp his face in my hands. “I need you,” I whisper. “Now more than ever. Do you hear me? I need you.” 
 
       The baby needs you! Your unborn son, your daughter...! We all need him! 
 
       Drool runs down from the corner of his mouth and I panic when I realize this won’t work. They went too harsh on him. He’s almost unconscious and I can’t carry him. I can’t even drag his body along because we’ll for sure get caught and anxiety wraps around my veins. 
 
       “Wake up, dammit,” I plead but his head just bobs in response. “Guess I’m just going to have to leave you here then,” I add, making it sound like a threat but he doesn’t react. Pinching my lips, I say, “If you don’t get up, I’ll go and find myself another male.” 
 
       His head jerks. Eyes flare, something murderous behind his gaze. 
 
       A thrill goes up my spine because at least this is a reaction and I cut him free from the ropes with the knife I brought. 
 
       “I’m going to marry him,” I continue and Rammstein stirs, “I’ll do everything for him, be his perfect little wifey, cook his meals, never deny him my body...” 
 
       An aggressive snarl escapes Rammstein’s chest. He straightens, getting up from the chair and he’s wobbly but at least he’s up. Nodding my head at him, I add, “Another male will take your place as my protector, my lover...” 
 
       Rammstein snarls in warning, walking closer and I pull up my sweater. 
 
       “Another male will raise your unborn child.” 
 
       That seals the deal because suddenly Rammstein seems to get an adrenaline rush, his steps steady and his eyes fill with possession when he corners me, possessively putting his hands on my belly. 
 
       “Is that something you’re going to a...allow?” I stutter. He shakes his head, uttering a single growl, while staring into my eyes with so much need that my womb clenches. 
 
       “I’ll kill anyone who tries taking what’s mine.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rammstein 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how but somehow we manage to get to a car. Freya sits behind the wheel, wearing a coat she says belongs to the maid along with a scarf over her head. I hunker down as we pass the gates, my adrenaline running like crazy but the guards don’t pay much attention to us. 
 
       When finally out in freedom, Freya stops trembling, her face now determined and I’m tempted to reach out because I can’t believe what she just told me. She’s pregnant with my kid. I’m going to be a father and fuck, does that thought make warmth spread in my chest. 
 
       “Baby girl,” I whisper and she glances at me, “you know where you’re going?” 
 
       Embarrassment floods her face and she shakes her head as if scolding herself for not thinking that far. But I got it covered, pressing the coordinates of a place that I have. It’s a couple of hours away. Nobody knows about it. Not the mob, not the agency. 
 
       We can stay there. Build a home. Build a life for ourselves. Just me and Freya and to a man that’s been in hell for the past two days that sounds like heaven. 
 
       The drive seems to take forever, though until we finally stop in front of a glass house by the lake. It’s been in my family for ages and I steady myself on Freya as we head inside. I’m careful not to put too much weight on her. Not only is she fragile but she’s also pregnant. This time must’ve been so stressful for her and I clench my jaw, promising myself to make it up to her. 
 
       “Why won’t you just let me help you?” Freya pleads, frustrated that I won’t let her hold my hand all the way to the couch but I shake my head. 
 
       “You’ve done enough. Besides, you’re not strong enough to hold me. You’re so small.” 
 
       Her cheeks flame as I lay down. “Compared to you, yes.” 
 
       That’s right, she needs a real man, someone who can take her curves, someone like me. Freya lets out a sigh, before sitting down next to me and if I was any stronger, I’d grab her face and pull her mouth to mine but fuck, I’m disgusting right now. I have dry blood all over me and I don’t want it coming in contact with her porcelain skin. 
 
       I want to say so much to her but exhaustion takes over, my eyes turning hooded and Freya goes blurry. I reach out, linking our fingers and she breathes out as if she’s been on edge all along. A smile crosses her face and she rests her head on my chest. My heart speeds up from having her close again, my mind and body finally at peace. 
 
       “I love you, Freya,” I rasp and amongst all the blurriness I watch a grateful smile spread across her face. “I’ll always love you.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    When my eyes flash open again, it seems to be noon. Freya isn’t around but music’s playing on low volume, the emotional, gut wrenching kind she likes to dance to and when I look down at my body, I notice she’s cleaned me up. 
 
       Fuck, that girl is healing. No wonder I got her pregnant on my first try. When a man finds that one, irreplaceable woman his body instinctively knows to better lock it down. Rising, I notice I feel better too. My head has stopped spinning and I go search for her. 
 
       I find her in my bedroom of all places, making the bed, adding clean sheets and quilts. She’s busy with a pillowcase when she notices me watching her. She flinches, pink covering her cheeks. “Didn’t see you standing there. I’m just...” 
 
       “Nesting,” I grin. “I like that.” It fills me with male pride, seeing her be a homemaker and it makes me think of a future where she’s here waiting for me and running to greet me each time I walk through the door. I bet she’s the kind who does that. The kind I’ve always wanted for my own. 
 
       If I could I’d shake my own hand and congratulate myself for knocking her up. It’s the wisest thing I’ve ever done. Even if I felt like a selfish bastard for not using protection, I now feel like I would do it all over again if I could. 
 
       She’s the perfect female. Her skin is the color of crushed pearls, her curves wide and generous enough to satisfy a man with an appetite like mine. My mouth waters as my eyes go to her tits. I still remember how perfectly heavy they felt in my palms, how velvet soft they were pressed up in my face. 
 
       They’re so damn full at the bottom, bigger now that she’s with child and blood pounds in my temples when I imagine how much more sensitive they must be. Fuck, I’ve missed her body so much. Missed the sweetness between her legs, that little patch of fuzz on her mound and I just want to nuzzle her and inhale her musky scent. 
 
       My instinct always roars when she’s around. It roared the first time I came to the compound and she was eighteen, sitting on a swing while picking the petals of a daisy. She looked so damn forbidden. Tempting. I wanted to crawl on the ground before her, put my head in her lap and tell her to chop it off. 
 
       I was pretending to be something I wasn’t. Fooling them all but at that time, revenge still sounded good to me. And at that time, I didn’t have it in me to go to the agency and tell them I wasn’t doing it. Freya’s little white tipped nails were already deeply sunken into me. I couldn’t get loose even if I wanted to. 
 
       Her uncle introduced us quickly as if she was something I shouldn’t pay any attention. But she looked up at me with her understanding eyes and said, “Hello mister, pleased to meet you. My name’s Freya Moon.” 
 
       At that moment I was floored. Electricity seemed to ripple between us and we stared at each other for longer than what was normal because her uncle told her to scram. She turned red in the face, burst into tears and ran across the damn courtyard as if she was the main character in the story of my life. 
 
       I wanted her then and every single day since... 
 
       Finishing with the bed, she throws me a coy glance before murmuring, “I’ll go downstairs and make us something to eat. You must be starving.” 
 
    Domestic bliss flashes in me but then I frown, growing worried. “I don’t want you doing that. The pans are heavy, the casseroles...you have to rest.” 
 
       “I’m pregnant, Ram,” she breathes. “Not dying.” 
 
       “I forbid you from wearing yourself out,” I say and she burst into laughter, brushing me off as if I’m exaggerating. I scowl at her because I meant what I said. There’s danger everywhere and I need to look out for her. 
 
       “So considerate.” A hesitant smile crosses her face and she murmurs, “You’ll take care of me won’t you? If I stay with you. You’ll take care of me and my baby?” 
 
       My throat snares that she would even ask me that. There’s no other purpose for me. My sole mission now is to look after my family. Nodding, I rasp, “Can I touch it.” 
 
       Shimmer seems to erupt from her, making her look like she’s glowing and she nods. “Go ahead. I’m not gonna stop you.” 
 
       Her eyes softly watch me as I walk over to her, clearing my throat and I pull up her sweater, slowly and with veneration as my heart drums in my chest. It’s so small, her bump, so gentle but somehow still so prominent and I lay my palms upon it. Electrical energy flares between me and Freya and she holds down a low whimper. 
 
       “Am I hurting you?” I ask, ready to take my hands back if she’s uncomfortable but she shakes her head. 
 
       “Keep doing that,” she whispers. “He likes your touch.” 
 
       “He?” My lips curl. “You think it’s a boy?” 
 
       She shrugs. “Could be a girl. I don’t know. What would you prefer?” 
 
       “Either or,” I reply, “as long as they resemble their mother.” That’s how I know I’ll love the kid so fucking much. Stroking the bump, I ask, “Isn’t it supposed to kick?” 
 
       “It can’t kick on demand,” she laughs, throwing her head back and she watches me with fascination. “You’re so eager.” She stops laughing and inhales. “I love that about you.” 
 
       “Just that one thing,” I rasp and her eyes turn warm with lust. “Just that one thing when I love a thousand things about you?” I don’t give her a chance to respond, cupping her neck to show her what I want and she instantly responds. There’s no hesitation and before I know it, her arms are wrapped around my neck. 
 
       She smells of the sweetest nectar, her huge tits brushing my chest, teasing me with their voluptuous femininity and she has that siren look in her eyes. Doesn’t she know it’s dangerous to tantalize me this much? 
 
       Lifting her face, she inches that glossy mouth closer to mine, lips curving as if this is all just for fun. She is innocent so I forgive her for being reckless. Just like she will need to forgive me for everything I’ve done. 
 
       With a snarl I crush my lips against hers and she quickly responds. Her mouth is so warm, so soft and she tastes like paradise as she shyly laps at me and it’s making my head swim. As my aggression rises I can sense her unease but I’m not going to hurt her. I’m just going to take what I need for now. 
 
       I turn her around until her curvy ass is in front of me. I shove into her and she gasps. If she keeps gasping like that, she’s going to make me explode in a second… I pull her hair back and kiss her lips, my tongue invading hers as I keep shoving against her softness. 
 
       “Finally, I have you back,” I rasp in her ear. “I’m not letting you go, Freya.” 
 
       She squirms and she’s firm yet she feels like a pillow and I nearly blow. But I don’t want to act like an animal toward my pregnant woman so instead I just rub my face against hers and then I go lower, to her throat, her cleavage and stomach, rubbing in my scent to mark my territory. Freya seems to enjoy it, her fingers threading my hair and she’s moaning, her head tossed back from the pleasure of our bodies touching. 
 
       When she turns to look at me, her eyes are hooded making my chest swell with pride. Fuck, nobody comes even close to her. 
 
       “That was a little unusual,” she whispers, her lips swollen and I am going to kiss those lips for the rest of my life. “You’ve never nuzzled me like that before.” 
 
       “Had to do it. We’re mated Freya and I want you to know who owns you,” I say and her gaze goes to the massive bulge down my pants and a smile curls her lips. 
 
       “You own me?” she asks with an amused frown and I nod gravely. 
 
       “You’re mine and I’m yours.” She has everything that is mine, my wealth, body and the deepest, darkest part of me…my heart. 
 
       “Good,” she smiles. “Because baby and I won’t settle for anything less.” 
 
       “You deserve everything,” I say. “Now let’s get you fed.” I clasp her hand in mine and we’re about to walk out the room when I’m reminded of something and my brows frown. I come to a sudden stop and she bumps into me, letting out a sound of surprise. 
 
       “Freya,” I say hoarsely, looking at her honest face. “There’s something I need you to tell me.” She nods as if ready to do whatever I ask and I add, “You trust me don’t you? You trust that I didn’t reveal any information that could hurt your uncle’s organization?” 
 
       Looking down, Freya fidgets. “Do we have to talk about this now? I’m hungry.” 
 
       “I just want you to tell me.” 
 
       She lets out a frustrated sound and whirls around, dragging her fingers through her hair. “What difference does it make? I’m here with you now. Isn’t that enough?” 
 
       “I need you to trust me.” 
 
       “I do trust you.” 
 
       “But you don’t believe me when I say I was protecting you as much as I could.” 
 
       Her shoulders slump and she shakes her head. “You were an agent, Ram. It was your job to spy on us. Of course you told them our secrets. Probably a whole bunch of them.” 
 
       I want to roar because that’s just not fucking true and I let out a hiss, before falling to my knees in front of Freya. “I swear it. Your family will be safe. I need you to believe me.” I clutch her hands but she worms out of my grip. 
 
       “Ram...,” she pleads, “please, don’t put this pressure on me right now.” 
 
       My pulse speeds up and I feel downcast. I can’t have my woman have anything but utter faith in me. I need her dependence, her full devotion. That’s what strengthens me, what makes me want to fight for us no matter what. I can’t have a part of Freya hidden from me because she thinks there’s a part of me that can’t be trusted. 
 
       “Don’t be upset with me,” she asks, lifting her hands to my face when I rise and I shrug. 
 
       “I’m not upset.” 
 
       “Yes, you are,” she pouts. “I can see it on your face. I just need some time.” 
 
       “I want your trust now,” I growl and she gasps when my eyes narrow with calculation. I clasp her chin. “I’m going to fuck you open until you accept my truth, baby girl.” 
 
       Panting, her eyes flare and she puts her palms up on my chest. “You can’t force me to accept it.” 
 
       I raise my brow because there’s nothing like a challenge to get a male going. “Can’t I?” When she stays quiet, I add, “Just watch me.” I walk over to the desk in front of the window, before waving her over. “Come here.” 
 
       She comes over to me without protesting. Her hair brushes my arm, her eyes questioning until I without a word pull out a drawer and I know I’ve hit jackpot. 
 
       “Oh...,” she breathes. “That’s....that’s...I’m gonna ugly cry.” 
 
       But she doesn’t ugly cry. Instead her eyes just round in awe as I take out jewelry after jewelry. They’re family heirlooms and I’ve never cared about them before, just left them out here, thinking nobody would ever wear them anyway but Freya looks more than ready. 
 
       Her greedy fingers eagerly trace the charms and she feverishly pants. “But Ram,” she breathes, “you’re bribing me.” 
 
       “Fuck yeah, I’m bribing you,” I growl. “Is it working?” 
 
       “You’re so sneaky,” she whines before shaking her head. “But I don’t care.” Her eyes round with delight. “Put them on me, Ram.” 
 
       She’s so transfixed by them that she doesn’t notice I’ve taken her clothes off, her sweater, her denims and I groan when I remove her underwear. I’m going to bury myself in her and I’m so damn ready for it that I feel like howling. Finally. It’s been too fucking long. 
 
       Clasping a necklace around her throat, I purr, “Do you trust me now?” 
 
      “Hm...? Oh, I trust you. You have all my trust. I’ll never distrust you, never betray you... ” 
 
       She’s not even aware of what she’s saying and my mouth curves. Fuck, I knew she had a thing for this but I didn’t know it would be this easy. I’ll keep this in mind for the future and suddenly I feel like power’s pouring over me. Touching her between her legs, I let out a groan. 
 
       “There’s my favorite wet little slit,” I rasp and she throbs in response, to my words. “To think that I’ll be able to taste and fuck this whenever I want...” I trail off, pushing the creases aside and a never-ending heat pours out of her. “Tell me you’ll let me have it whenever I want.” 
 
       “W...what did you say?” 
 
       “Freya, can you focus for a second,” I ask, pulling her hair over to one shoulder, “I’m going to let you feel me and I don’t want you to get shocked.” 
 
       Freya flinches, “Right...,” she whispers, parting her legs to my enjoyment. “I’m ready as long as you don’t take these away from me.” 
 
       I wouldn’t dream of snatching her little toys. Not when I have my own toy in my hands. 
 
       Grinning like the cat that caught the canary, I thrust into her, surprised by how ready she is for me and she lets out a pant. Ushering her toward the bed, I fall on top of her with a groan and she squeals. We’re both naked, no clothes in the way and my mouth bends in a greedy smirk. 
 
       She’s splayed on the white sheets like she’s about to give birth to a new beginning for our love. Her hands clutch the quilt, her hair forming a dark crown while her sweet core is spread and so pink and silky it’s driving me mad. 
 
       “We shouldn’t have done it like this,” she pants just before I’m about to wreck her and I freeze. 
 
       “Why not?” I snarl and she glances at me timidly. 
 
       “We should’ve put a towel. Remember the first time? I don’t want to s...soil your sheets.” 
 
       I shake my head. “I don’t care about the fucking sheets.” I clamp down on her thighs, “I like it when you get so wet for me you don’t know what to do with yourself…” 
 
       I slide my fingers over her seam, causing her to tremble but she’s glistening so much and I know she will enjoy this. “But you’re going to get me all messy,” she whines, rolling her hips as if to rile me up even more. 
 
       “That’s the point,” I growl, thrusting into her as if there’s no tomorrow and in the back of my mind I wonder what the hell’s wrong with me because I lack all self-control around Freya. 
 
       “That’s too intense!” she cries. “Ram, I’m a pregnant woman!” 
 
       I freeze but don’t slow down. “Baby girl, don’t ask me to stop,” Dark, masculine need flares in me and I push my face into her neck because I can’t stop. “Tell me you can take this.” 
 
      “R...Ram...,” she whines helplessly until I begin drumming her clit and then she buries her face in the sheets, silencing and obediently lifting her hips and love for her pours out of me. I want her drenched in it. Coated. She’s going to wear me the way she wears her gold. Grabbing her wrists and holding them behind her back, I relish in the surprised sounds she makes. 
 
       She’s never had me this deep but I need this before I break. It makes her body shudder and I’m sick, sick for launching myself this way at my female while she’s in a sensitive condition but everything about her drives me crazy. The fertility, the expression in her eyes that lets me know she’s bonded deeply to me...the tits that soon will be filled with milk and I groan because I can hardly wait. 
 
       Whatever I touch, I have my hands full. Her curves are everywhere, in my mouth, in my palms and I can’t get enough of her. Her skin shimmers from her perspiration, her tightness yanking at my cock for me to give her more and I fill with dedication for my greedy girl. 
 
       “That’s it,” I growl, “pull me inside that ample body and just fucking let me get high on you.” 
 
       Panting, she nods and the harder I go, the more she screams in ecstasy, the sounds echoing around the room, bringing us closer and it makes me ecstatic. Freya reacts the same, propelling with her hips while holding onto me as if she’ll die if we ever separate. 
 
       “I need you,” she whimpers, “need you so much, to protect, to provide...” Something flashes in her eyes and as if worried that I’ll ever walk out on her, she starts whining, “I’ll do anything you ask for me. You can have it all.” 
 
       She’s making me feel like a true king and I growl, rolling over and pulling her on top of me. We both cry out from how hot and swollen she’s getting. She needs to understand that all I need is for us to keep doing this. We’re not meant to be apart, we’re meant to be joined. All the fucking time. Twenty-four seven. 
 
       “I’ll never leave you alone, Freya,” I growl, possessively cupping her neck. “You think child birth will save you from me? Fuck no, you’ll be taking me an hour after pushing my kid out.” 
 
       She nods frantically, agreeing to everything I say and her palms go to my chest, her movements turning rhythmic and frantic. We throb and rock, her moans growing shocked. “Anything for you, Ram,” she gasps. “Anything for you.” 
 
       Our lips bruise, our lovemaking becoming close to unbearable and we come together, plunging and screaming and tearing at each other until the bed ends up looking like a crime scene. Freya falls down on top of me and I inhale the scent of her hair, a tear sliding down the corner of my eye and I don’t think I’ve ever been happier. 
 
       “By the way,” she whispers into my ear and my heart begins beating from how silky soft her voice is. “I love you too. You have no idea how much I ached for you when we couldn’t be together.” 
 
       “How much?” 
 
       “Every night. Tossed and turned every single night that we were apart.” 
 
       “Did you imagine I was there with you?” 
 
       “All the time.” 
 
       “We’ll never be apart again.” I clutch her to me and she lets out a content sigh. “It’s you and me for always.” I kiss her temple. “I love you, little Freya.” 
 
       She’s the closest a person has ever gotten to my heart. The first and the last. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rammstein-One year later 
 
      
 
    Coming home is the best part of my day and it doesn’t matter how many times I walk through that door, Freya always looks at me as if it’s her first time seeing me. A grin crosses my face as I hear her cooing with our daughter out in the living room. 
 
       “Daddy’s going to be home soon,” she purrs, “ready to spoil his favorite girl.” 
 
       I like spoiling both my favorite girls and Freya looks up when she hears me coming. Her eyes flash and like this, happy and relaxed is when she’s the most beautiful. 
 
       A laugh crosses her mouth when I hand our daughter the stuffed toy I bought for her and Freya shakes her head. “I knew you’d do that. She’s gonna be trouble when she grows up.” She hands me the kid and I cradle her in my arms, frowning. 
 
       “What makes you say that?” 
 
       Freya’s eyes shimmer. “Please...are you kidding me? No man’s going to be good enough for her if you keep treating her like a princess.” 
 
       Sounds good to me. Lowering my face, I nuzzle the soft head and inhale the scent but I shouldn’t have done that because it makes Freya teary eyed in an instant. “I’m sorry,” she snivels, “I’m just so happy, watching you two...this is bliss, Ram. 
 
       “Give me a kiss,” I say and she dries her tears before pressing her trembling mouth against mine. “I got something for you that’ll stop your crying.” 
 
       “I don’t need anything. I have all I want right here...” She trails off, the moment I take out the bracelet from my pocket and her eyes turn interested, her cheeks tinting. Pouting, she asks, “Any particular reason why you got me the gift?” 
 
       “Just wanted to see your face light up.” I put the kid in her playpen before turning to Freya. “And I was thinking we could try making a little sibling for Faylin before dinner.” Grabbing Freya, I whirl her around and she lets out a laugh. 
 
       “You don’t have to bribe me, you know. You have a very willing wife.” 
 
       “I know,” I whisper but I like getting her gifts. I still feel guilty about the mess I put her through. “But you deserve them for giving me everything.” 
 
       Freya licks her lip, whimpering a little when I push into her but she stops me by turning around and putting her hands on my chest. “There’s something I haven’t told you and I don’t want you to freak out.” Frowning, I look down at her, surprised because Freya is way too emotional to keep anything from me. “Someone came by today.” 
 
       Tensing, I squeeze her upper arms and look her in the eyes. “Who? An agent?” 
 
       “No,” she breathes, “my uncle. They’ve found us, Ram.” 
 
       “Fuck,” I curse, ready to go look for my weapons but she hurries to explain, 
 
       “It’s not what you think. He wants us to come back. Both of us...or well, the three of us.” 
 
       “Why?” I say suspiciously. “What’s his motive?” 
 
       “There isn’t one. He wants his family back and he regrets going so hard on you.” She swallows. “Regrets it because as it turns out...you were telling the truth about not revealing too much about us.” She inhales. “They got nothing.” 
 
       Of course they got nothing. Which means the mafia is still well and thriving but I’m not that keen on us going back. Our life here is good. A little bit isolated maybe... 
 
       “Please, Ram,” Freya whispers. “Accept his offer. For me. I know that before, all I wanted was to be free but now all I want is to be back with everyone. ” 
 
       “You miss that life?” I rasp, stroking her hair back and she nods. “Me too.” 
 
       Her eyes flare in surprise. “Oh, I knew it!” she cries, throwing her arms around my neck. “I knew you were one of us deep down.” 
 
       “Only because my wife deep down has a serious thing for mobsters.” 
 
       Her eyes shimmer as she gazes up at me and she bites her lip. “You caught that did you? And you’re not wrong, feels like I’m about to get pregnant again just by looking at you. 
 
       I grin. “Let’s make sure just in case,” I say and she squeals, squeezing my muscles and a kid will definitely be made before dinner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Luna 
 
      
 
    It’s a big world out there and I’m supposed to be a big girl, yet I feel like bursting into tears as I hop onto the metro. People shove at me left and right, trying to get ahead and I wonder what happened to basic decency when a man nearly knocks down a stroller in his eagerness to get a seat. 
 
       Did someone squeeze humanity out of everyone when we weren’t looking and now it’s all about dog eat dog? Popping down on a seat, I wrap my coat tighter around me and drag an annoyed breath. This is a fifteen minute ride home but I want it to go on forever. I don’t want to go home, I’m cold when I’m at home, the radiators are not working properly and there’s a leak in the ceiling that my landlord claims I’m solely responsible for. I have no idea how the heck I’m supposed to have caused it but reasoning with him is useless. 
 
       I do not look forward to my cold, hard bed especially not after a long day like this one. While I am lucky to have a wonderful job, I still wish I could be fortunate enough to move out of my dump. For a while I had a roommate but he kept leaving crumbs everywhere and refused to pay half his rent, so that experiment ended in a disaster. He didn’t make much of a fuss when I asked him to leave but what he did do was rob me of all my savings. I’m not sure how but somehow he found out the PIN to my credit card and went full on reverse Robin Hood, to my detriment. 
 
       I’d intended to use those savings to get a better place but now I’m back on square one again and I sigh to soothe the overwhelm. They say things always work out in the end and I just have to believe it and think positively. I rub my hands together for some warmth since its always chilly sitting on these plastic seats, and I shiver when cold air blows over my knees when the doors open again. 
 
       A stream of new people enter, senior citizens snacking on hard bonbons, a group of rambunctious teens, Wall Street brokers as well as two men that ruthlessly tower over everyone else. They catch my attention, probably without even meaning to and I squirm in my seat at the sight of them. My heart thrashes when I get a look at the profile of the taller one. He seems to be deep in thought, brows aggressively curving over eyes resembling the northern lights. His lashes are inky, cheekbones high and cold in an arrogant way, his undercut hair a mixture of silver blond and black and it’s the only thing on him that looks touchable. 
 
       He’s too harsh otherwise, sharper than the blade of a midlevel weapon and he’s the kind of man that cuts people in two with just a look. Power emits from his persona and it’s as if I can smell darkness on him but instead of screaming at me to run the other way, it urges me to come closer. My skin suddenly begins feeling itchy, my throat dry and I’m not the only one who has reacted to the man. The whole metro can feel him, people clutching their purses tighter to their chests while throwing nervous glances at each other. 
 
       The man’s made an impression on everyone and it’s not necessarily a good one. It feels as if something’s about to go down and I gulp, trying to think happy thoughts, happy thoughts...Here I was working hard to be positive, yet this is what I attracted; a male who looks like his heart is black instead of red. The lights flicker as the men push their way down and it only adds to their ferocity, causing people to make themselves as small as possible to not get noticed. My pulse races as the two men prowl over to a slouching male sitting opposite me, two seats to the left and they sort of surround him. 
 
       “Hello John boy,” the tall man purrs, baring his teeth and he looks down at him while his partner clenches his fists. The man called John looks about ten times more panicky than the rest of us, his face pale, his lips the same color as chalk. “You’re coming with us at the next stop,” the tall, Viking looking one continues. “We have business we need to take care of, remember?” 
 
       John nods frantically, biting into his lip and I let out a squeak when he draws blood. The silver haired man throws an annoyed look over his shoulder that quickly morphs into something else. I lose my breath when our eyes meet and I don’t know if he wants to kill me or do other things to me that are just as physical but not as violent. 
 
       I avert my gaze, pretending we didn’t just stare at each other for what had to have been at least thirty seconds while my blood keeps running hot and cold. I glance at the other passengers, registering their uneasiness and I can just tell these two men have bad intentions. 
 
       Trembling, I throw a distressed peek at the tall man who’s still watching me with a perplexed look in his eyes as if he’s fallen into a trance. I wonder if he’s mad at me and if he’s going to deal with me right after John. 
 
       We come to a stop again and I quit breathing. John tenses when he’s grabbed around the upper arm and the other man says, “Derex?” 
 
       That’s his name then. Derex. I get the strangest, non-self-preserving impulse to taste his name on my tongue but then the man shakes his head. “You two go, I’m staying right here.” 
 
       He’s not getting off and I don’t know whether I’m thrilled or terrified. My mind’s trying to warn me that this isn’t the safest situation but I feel dreamily numb around him, as if I’m about to throw myself into the abyss, only to find out the abyss will always catch me. 
 
       Whoever the dangerous man is, something deep inside of him is calling out to something deep inside of me and he wants me to answer his demand. There’s an eruption in my chest and I’m drawn to him like a magnet. A flush rises on my face and he notices, his nostrils flaring and it’s as if he’s just scented me. 
 
       I cross my legs when I feel a sharp flicker of arousal. This man...as intimidating and full of menace as he is, I know there’s no going back after this. I have caught his attention and I think I’m...wanted. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Derex 
 
      
 
    I’ve been jabbed in the heart and the darkness is bleeding out, no longer as determined for me to be its master. All this time, I’ve been slumbering but now I am awakened. I know who’s responsible for this new sensation: The girl sitting on her seat with her legs crossed and an anxious look on her face. Her eyes are green as moss, her hair the color of ripe apricots and it falls down her shoulders in a way that makes me want to wrap my hand around the strands a couple of times and tug...hear that surprised little gasp and feel reborn in its innocence. In the mob, we all seek for a white queen to our dark king and I think I just found mine. 
 
       “Derex...,” my colleague Hertz says and I raise my brow as my attention’s brutally pulled away from the girl. I don’t like it and I don’t want to think about work right now. There are more important things to take care of. 
 
       “I’m not coming,” I whisper and he grimaces, yanking John out of his seat and I cup Hertz around the neck, throwing him what I hope looks like a smile. “Careful now. There’s a girl watching us and I don’t want her thinking I’m a bad guy and get scared.” 
 
       “Good luck,” Hertz drawls and my grip hardens. “You are a bad guy.” 
 
       “Yeah but I don’t want her knowing that, you idiot. You will walk out of here with John. Deal with this on your own and while you do I want you smiling as if you’re about to take a walk in the park,” I add and Hertz looks like he has a curse on his tongue but he knows better than to get on my bad side. He nods, now holding onto John in a way that’s less aggressive and they walk away. 
 
       “See ya,” I call, ginning and raising my hand in a wave, “football game at my place next week. John, once you get your act together, you bring the beer.” 
 
       John’s ready to faint but Hertz nods and smiles but fuck why does he have to look like a shark when he smiles? It seems to work though, because everyone breathes out, buying our bad acting. My eyes immediately go to the girl and she watches me as if stunned but at least the panicky look on her face is gone. I sit down opposite her and suddenly she regards me differently, there’s some curiosity in her now and she’s got that look a child has when not knowing whether an animal is friendly or not but they’re prepared to find out. Redness crawls from her throat up to her face and she lets out a gasp, looking away and I wish she hadn’t done that. 
 
       I feel drawn to her and I’m desperate to know if she feels the same. It’s obvious she’s not the kind of girl who goes for men like me. There are no tangles in her princess hair, barely any makeup on her porcelain features and she’s dressed in a floor length floral skirt, a knitted cardigan and a thin coat. 
 
       I’m not sure how I feel about all that wholesomeness. Girls like her go for tender males that don’t even know how to give a good, stiff fuck without coming immediately. Girls like her like men who are ballerinas, or bakers or librarians and they’re less into towering murderers from the north. Using sheer willpower, I try to get her to look at me and I flash a smile when she finally does. 
 
       The girl cowers, her eyes widening and she lets out a low whimper. Wondering what’s gotten into her, I catch my own reflection in the window behind her and now I know what the problem is. If Hertz looks like a shark when he smiles then I look like the megalodon. My smile dies and the girl relaxes, her eyes going to my hands that killed only a couple of hours ago, but the redness on her face increases and she bites her lip as if she just thought of something shameful. I’m madly intrigued and I’d sell my own kidney for some insight into the thoughts in her head. 
 
       “Hello,” I murmur and her jaw slacks as if I just yelled in her face but then she points at herself. 
 
       “You’re talking to me?” 
 
       As if I’d be interested in talking to anyone else and I nod. “What’s your name?” I say in a low voice and she licks her lips in a slow way that’s insanely sensual and she probably has no idea what it does to a man. 
 
       “Luna.” 
 
       Fuck, that’s a sexy name. “What do you do for a living, Luna,” I say in a friendly tone, the kind I imagine she’d be more comfortable with and it seems to work because her shoulders ease and she gets a soft look in her eyes. 
 
       “I’m a kindergarten teacher.” 
 
       Nice answer. Her job pleases me because it probably means there are no men around. It would be very uncomfortable for everyone involved if she’d said something like cop or surgeon, where she has to get changed in the same dressing room as other males. Other men are a threat and I’m willing to fight my ass off for this girl. 
 
       “What do you do?” she asks and I reply without hesitating, 
 
       “I’m a bounty hunter.” 
 
       The relief in her eyes almost shames me but the snigger she lets out afterward, goes straight to my groin. “Bounty hunter, of course. I feel so silly now.” She shakes her head, causing a snowfall around her face and for a moment my whole world goes quiet in awe. “It was nice meeting you.” Grabbing her purse, she adds, “This is my stop.” 
 
       She rises before we’re at standstill and loses her balance, falling straight into my lap. I hiss, my heart pounding like a maniac in my chest and she looks up at me with eyes that want something a little bit brutal but are too hesitant to ask. “Thanks for catching me,” she breathes and she doesn’t immediately get up or throws herself off of me. 
 
       Instead, she stays in my arms, gentle as a whisper against my hardness and the armor around my heart cracks little by little with each of her breaths. My eyes bore into hers and I need her to keep clinging to me like this until there’s nothing left of me to cling to. 
 
       It’s not until she squirms that I realize the reason she stays is because of my clutching hands. Clearing my throat, I let her go and she throws me a careful smile, waving and then she walks out on me. It’s not even a question whether to let her run or not. Pulling up the collar on my coat, I lower my head and I’m prepared to hunt down what needs to be mine. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Luna 
 
      
 
    He’s following me. Even before I looked, I could feel him coming after me. His manifestation is too majestic and malevolent to pass under the radar. Biting my lip, I shake my head. He’s not malevolent, because bounty hunters are normal people just like everybody else. 
 
       A thrill tickles my spine as I make my way up the staircase to the street and it’s so crowded I nearly can’t breathe. I throw a glance over my shoulder and Derex looks like he rules over this town, his shoulders so large he could tackle five linebackers and make them cry for mommy. 
 
       His penetrating eyes bore into mine deep enough to almost blind me and if I expected him to be embarrassed that I caught him coming after me, then I was wrong. He’s not even trying to hide it, as if stalking me in broad daylight is perfectly normal but the man doesn’t belong in sunshine...he belongs in some place darker where there are tons of shadows and maybe in those shadows he would have his arms around me, his firm mouth sucking my throat until my pulse dances everywhere in my body. Pinching my lip, I turn around the corner and I could choose another route if I wanted to lose him but I have no interest in doing that. 
 
       I want him behind me and I want him up close. 
 
       Even though seeing him for the first time was mildly terrifying, I also felt strangely at ease when falling into his lap, as if he knows how to look after a girl. And I sure could use some looking after. This isn’t a quaint area and I especially don’t like walking under the bridge with all that vulgar graffiti and the gang that always hangs around, but now there’s no problem. 
 
       Usually when I see the gang, I tense up and run the other way but this time I cross under the bridge as if I’m sliding through water and it’s all because Derex is walking behind me. Their mean eyes flare at the sight of him, their heads lowering with cautiousness. They’re scared of him and I feel like smiling and saying: Yeah, look who I brought. Not so tough now anymore, are you? We keep moving like two partners in crime until I slow down my pace, thinking he’ll do the same but he’s done playing and walks up to me. 
 
       “You’re following me,” I breathe, searching his eyes and my voice doesn’t sound accusatory but more as if I want to be taken to bed. He must be so powerful when he makes love to a woman, potent and virile and I bet he can make a girl dazed for days. I wonder how someone even recovers from him and it probably requires a ton of rest, painkillers and a hot water bottle. 
 
       Derex gives a curt nod. “I’m walking you home if that’s fine by you.” He reaches his palm out. “Hold my hand.” The way he holds it out, reminds me of a king and I do yearn to be introduced to his kingdom. 
 
       Unable to say no, I put my hand in his, feeling more than content when his fingers wrap around mine. His grip is a little too strong, almost as if he isn’t aware of his strength but I quickly get used to it and suddenly I can’t imagine anybody else but him ever holding my hand. 
 
       “This isn’t a nice area, Luna,” Derex rasps, his aggressive eyes moving over the grounds as if he’s a hunter looking for threats that need to be taken down. “It’s for bad people and not pretty girls like you.” 
 
       “It’s cheap,” I shrug and a muscle ticks in his jaw. “And all I can afford.” 
 
       Derex curses. “Are there any men in your life, because if there are then they deserve a good beating?” 
 
       My jaw slacks at the ferocity. “I don’t have a father, or brothers...don’t have a boyfriend either.” 
 
       “You’re unprotected out here,” he says. “No muscles and strength surrounding you, seems like I came just in time.” 
 
       He sounds as if he’s making plans for me, plans that I have no idea what they entail and all of the sudden, I want to help his plans come to life, because from the expression in his eyes I know they can’t be anything bad. He doesn’t look at me the same way he looked at John, there’s no animosity or violence, just something hot and generous and I don’t think of him as overly harsh anymore. 
 
       Around me, his edges turn smooth as if they’re perfectly safe to lean into. Others might get hurt when coming too close but he withdraws his talons for me and I’m...flattered. We stop outside my building and I fish out the key from my pocket while he waits patiently and I go dizzy at the smell of him. All that richness and earthiness and I want to bury my entire face in it, just to feel my eyes roll back in my head. 
 
       “I appreciate you following me home,” I breathe and he nods. I’m expecting him to tell me goodbye and walk away but instead he watches me with intent in his gaze. Swallowing, I say, “Do you want to come inside? For t...tea?” 
 
       His eyes flash as if that’s exactly what he was hoping for. 
 
       “I’d love some tea,” he replies in a husky tone and my insides twist into a maze of complicated emotions. He puts his gigantic palm on my lower back as we walk through the entry and I feel like I’m melting. What am I even doing inviting a stranger inside? Especially one that nearly gave an entire metro a heart attack and then chose to follow me home as if that’s something he does every day. Before I open my door, I look at him and pinch my lip. 
 
       “Is this something you do all the time, Derex? Do you always follow girls home like this?” 
 
       He leans in a little and my lashes flutter at his overwhelming closeness. “Never,” he rasps and inwardly I whimper. “Only girls named Luna.” 
 
       Nodding, I try to hide just how much those words thrilled me and I open up but the thrill fades the moment his eyes slide over my apartment. He looks positively pissed off, his jaw clenching and the corners of his eyes have narrowed with revulsion. Obviously he hates my apartment even more than I do and the place almost cowers in shame at his assessment. I clear my throat, murmuring, 
 
       “Lemon or peppermint?” 
 
       “Peppermint,” he replies and with a swift nod, I put on the water boiler and take out teabags. Turning around, I jolt when I catch him staring at me. He’s standing by my window, the lights shining behind him and he’s a fascinating mixture of light and dark, which for some reason makes me wonder what he would look like in white. 
 
       “You sure wear a lot of black,” I murmur, not intending to make it sound like criticism and he raises his brows. 
 
       “I live a very colorful life.” 
 
       “Oh?” I say with interest. “In what color?” 
 
       He tilts his head to the side. “Red.” 
 
       I snigger a little because red is such a passionate shade and his reply made him sound...cute. “You’re a romantic then?” 
 
       Derex’s face twists as if he just swallowed poison. “Romantic?” he says doubtingly but when he catches the confused look on my face he adds, “Yeah, that’s me. A romantic.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Derex 
 
      
 
    My innuendo went straight over her head and it tugs at the heartstrings. I rub my chest when a wave of emotions hit me out of nowhere, and I don’t know what the hell to do with them or which categories to sort them in. The girl doesn’t make me feel just one emotion but one hundred at a time and I drag a deep breath. 
 
       She’s fussing over the teacups, keeping her back to me and silently humming to herself which surprises me, as I wouldn’t be humming in a place like this considering it’s not even worthy of a mouse. Frowning, I look out the window, my eyes suspiciously going to the bridge where a bunch of lowlife criminals hang out. They’re not dangerous, especially not compared to us but I don’t want anything dirty around Luna. 
 
       There’s something about the girl that reminds me of laundry, freshly washed in the northern sea and then left out to hang dry on a cliff in the midsummers breeze. She stirs up things inside of me and I owe her more than allowing her to stay here. Besides, I won’t be able to sleep tonight if I know Luna will be sleeping in this dump. 
 
       Throwing an eye on her unassuming frame, I toss out some junk she keeps in a cardboard box and proceed with filling it with things she might need. There’s an old teddy leaning against the pillow on her couch and I throw it into the box, thinking she’ll probably want to take it with her. I’m busy adding a sentimental collection of some porcelain figurines of a blond chick herding sheep, when Luna registers what I’m doing and blurts in horror, 
 
       “Derex!” 
 
       I calmly turn to her and she’s holding two cups in her hands as a shocked expression colors her face and I know what this must look like. A man inviting himself into a young girl’s home then proceeding to grab her stuff... she’s probably thinking I’m about to rob her. 
 
       “Don’t worry, I’m not taking anything from you, just thought I’d do the packing to help out.” She opens her mouth but I cut her off. “You’re coming with me,” I clarify in a tone that doesn’t tolerate protests. “I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I walked out and left you here on your own.” 
 
       She sighs. “You’re making it sound worse than it is. This is hardly a battlefield.” Shaking her head, she adds, “Here’s your tea.” 
 
       “I don’t want tea, I want you to come with me.” I continue into her bedroom and open up her closet when she comes running after me. She vaguely protests but I’m already busy adding more stuff to the box. Pulling out a green t-shirt, I say, “You need me to bring this one?” 
 
       “Yes! I mean no, wait...I never consented to this.” 
 
       “Why would you, when you have me to consent for you.” I open up her underwear drawer and she lets out a pant. 
 
       “Hey! This is all getting too personal a little too fast,” she gasps, looking at me with wide eyes and her face turns mortified when I pull out a pair of large, cotton panties. “Those aren’t mine!” she squeals as I chuckle for the first time in a long time. “Someone must’ve put them there...” 
 
       “Then you see why you have to come with me. You can’t stay in a place where someone walks in and puts big girl panties in your drawer.” 
 
       She shakes her head with flushed cheeks. “You can’t just barge into my life like a tornado, Derex.” 
 
       It’s the only way, I know how to do things. “If you don’t come with me, I’ll walk out and you’ll never see me again. Either you let me claim a right to you or you shut that door in my face, there’s no in between.” When she doesn’t respond, I drop the box and head for the door. 
 
       “Derex!” she cries and I stop, filling with satisfaction because I knew she’d be willing to go with someone like me if it means leaving this place behind. “I’ll c...come with you.” 
 
       I give a curt nod, pushing down the satisfactory bawl in my chest. “You made the right choice.” 
 
       “Of course you would say that,” she breathes, picking up her box. “Will you carry it for me? It’s heavy.” Naturally, I take it from her and she looks up at me with excitement and hesitance in her eyes. “This is unbelievable. Who would’ve thought our meeting would end up with the two of us becoming roommates.” 
 
      The corners of my mouth twitch. “You got it all wrong, Luna. I’m not taking you as my roommate, I’m taking you as my woman.” 
 
       “W...woman,” she gulps as if she’s way too inexperienced to be someone’s woman, “just like that, huh?” Her eyes turn glassy. “You did say you were a romantic.” 
 
       This has nothing to do with romance but all about territory and possession. No made man would leave a woman he cares about, unprotected like this. She needs to be under his black wings, that’s where she’s the safest and I’ll be very careful, and only let her know the truth about my lifestyle once she’s ready. 
 
       When she doesn’t reply how she feels about becoming mine, I feel a flash of worry. She’s looking at me as if trying to assess me and I lower my head, trying to make myself look smaller and she winces. “Don’t do that,” she pleads. “Don’t try to make yourself less intimidating.” 
 
       “Thought it would make you feel more comfortable,” I rasp and she shakes her head. 
 
       “I like your height,” she whispers, “the size of your shoulders. Never seen a man as enormous as you.” 
 
       “You’ve been looking at other men, then?” I say as my throat strains and she smiles softly. 
 
       “You know what I mean.” Her smile widens. “I wouldn’t mind being your girl, Derex. There’s something superior about you that draws me to you and I have a feeling I won’t regret this.” 
 
       “And if you do, what will you do then?” I rasp and she shrugs lightly. “You think I’ll let you go?” When she nods in all sincerity, I whisper, “Think again.” 
 
       Her eyes flare but then she shivers and that spring maiden flush on her face tells me everything I need to know. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Luna 
 
      
 
    Squealing, I laugh when Derex picks me up and carries me over the threshold. “We’re not even married,” I say and his eyes shimmer, the aggression that was in them earlier in the day dissipating and he’s magnificent like this “But I guess we can pretend.” 
 
       “Does that mean you’ll let me put you to bed and make love to you until we both can’t breathe?” he purrs against my neck and I breathe, 
 
       “Maybe.” 
 
       His eyes flash as if he just took that maybe as a yes and I have to tug at him to put me down. He does so reluctantly, not giving me much space and he was like that on our way here as well, stayed close the whole time as if he’s replaced my shadow with his own and whenever we crossed a street he’d hold my hand tightly, worried I’d change my mind and run back home. 
 
       I wouldn’t do that and his own home is amazing, albeit a bit dark and somewhat...morose with stained glass windows and crimson accents. It’s up on a hill, surrounded by tall trees and I let out a surprised sound when I see there’s a bright red pool outside. Red from the tiles of course but this is so different from my own place and I feel a flash of relief that I won’t have to worry about the leak in the ceiling or the crappy heating anymore. There’s nothing crappy about Derex’s lair and I’m stunned to find it so luxurious. 
 
       “I had no idea bounty hunters made this much money,” I blurt and for a second he seems uncomfortable and I want to face palm myself. That was such an inappropriate thing to say and I throw him an excusatory glance. ”Sorry.” 
 
       “No,” he rasps between his teeth. “Never apologize.” He nods at my box. “We should put away that thing.” Something calculating flashes in his eyes. “My bedroom would be a good place.” 
 
       I gulp, following him upstairs and I can’t get over his size. If he rolls over on me in the middle of the night while we’re in bed, he’ll probably flatten me. I let out a nervous snort and flush, my thoughts wandering to what it would be like sleeping with him...when we come to a stop in his room, and his black and red bed looks like it belonged to a vampire in the past. 
 
       “What do you think?” he whispers in a summoning voice. “Think you’ll be comfortable?” 
 
       “Aha...,” I gasp, becoming painfully aware of just how close he is. 
 
       “That fairy hair would look good against my sheets,” Derex raps and I notice he’s staring at me again, “that delicate face of yours screaming into my pillows.” 
 
       Shivering, I lick my lips and he slides a hand down my arm. “Derex...,” I pant, feeling helpless as if I’m a damsel from some histrionic movie in his presence but he’s so freaking extreme that I don’t blame myself. 
 
       “Luna...,” he begins, his voice low and persuasive now and almost hypnotic, “I prefer sleeping alone but I’m afraid I can’t let you sleep anywhere in this house unless it’s in my bed. There’s a guestroom down the hall but if you tell me you prefer staying in there, I’ll grab a bat from my closet and wreck every piece of furniture in that room.” 
 
       He clasps my chin, “So what do you say?” 
 
       “I don’t want you to ruin your guestroom,” I pant. “Guess I’m going to have to stay in here.” 
 
       Smirking, he purrs, “I’m so glad we could come to an agreement.” 
 
       Uh yeah...that was totally a normal way of negotiating. His eyes swirl, searching for mine and suddenly his intensity makes me too dizzy to be able to stay in his presence. 
 
       “I should try out your bed if I’m going to sleep in it,” I blurt, climbing on top of it but tense when Derex lets out a needy growl. I throw a frantic look over my shoulder, noticing he has his eyes fixed on my ass, his fists clenched at his sides and I roll over. Red in the face and full of confusing excess energy, I start jumping up and down in his bed and Derex chuckles. 
 
       Actually chuckles...the man who looks like he has ice in his veins and I’m the one who made him laugh. “Get down from there,” he grins. 
 
       “Why?” I say, bouncing even harder now. 
 
       “Because you’re so fucking adorable and I need to kiss you before things get out of hand,” he replies, his voice turning huskier and his eyes go grave when I stop. Pulling my fingers through my hair just in case there are any knots, I take a deep breath and obediently walk over to the edge until I’m looking down at him and he’s looking up at me. There’s not that big height difference between us anymore and he wraps his arms around my waist. 
 
       “It feels good just holding you,” he rasps, stroking the side of my waist. “I’ve never been close to something as clean as you.” His eyes deepen with need. “It makes me want to do bad things and teach you to enjoy them.” 
 
       My heart starts thrashing in my chest and I let out a pant when he tilts his chiseled granite face up and plants a warm kiss on my mouth. The taste of him goes straight to between my legs and I moan, nearly falling off the edge if he hadn’t been holding onto me. His tongue thrusts between my lips, fiercer than a fighter and hungrier than the night itself and this is the first kiss of all kisses ever kissed. He weaves our lips together, eating at my mouth until my pulse races as if it’s near danger, but there’s no danger around. 
 
       It’s just Derex and I give into him fully, adapting to his body as if being close to him is a basic need of mine and he holds me tighter than a tree holds onto its roots. I feel him strike cords in me, then drum them with his fingers until his music drives me crazy and I moan, “What is happening to us?” 
 
       “Just accept it,” he pants raggedly with furious lips and he moves on to kiss my throat. “You have no choice, my dear Luna. As fucked up as I am you’ve been made for me, my poor girl.” 
 
       “You’re an extraordinary man,” I breathe back, “you’re not...” I don’t even want to use the word fucked up because he’s not like that. I feel something building up inside of me, the more he kisses me and it’s hot and rushing, the arousal intense and I sag against him, the need for him almost totalitarian. My body’s flushing against his, my core longing for his thrusts and when he picks me up, I wrap my legs around him, craving this man for all that he is in whichever shape he comes. 
 
       My hands go to the coat he’s still wearing and I remove it from his big shoulders when something falls to the floor and makes a loud sound. “What was that?” I shriek, looking down and I blink when I notice it’s a shiny gun. “Oh...” 
 
       Derex tenses. “For work,” he hurries to explain and he picks it up after I’ve slid down his body. “We all carry these around.” A muscle ticks in his jaw as he opens up his dark closet and puts the gun high up on a shelf. There’s a little bit of tension between us now and throwing me a concerned glance, he stabs his fingers through his hair then looks at his bed and then looks at me. 
 
       “You said something about the pool earlier,” he says with a calculated cough. “If you want to go for a swim, I’ll heat it up for you.” 
 
       His words distract me from the weapon and I look into his gorgeous eyes. I’m so hot that a dip in the pool sounds perfect. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “It should be warm enough now,” Derex murmurs, rising from his squatted position by the pool. He glances at me from the corner of his eyes. “Go ahead, moon baby. Jump in.” 
 
       My breath gets caught in my throat. I didn’t bring a bathing suit, Derex dragged me here so fast over half of my stuff is still back at my old place. “I don’t have anything to put on,” I breathe and his eyes darken with deviousness. 
 
       “Bashful,” he says with a gentle smirk. “Scared I’ll like what I see a little bit too much? Don’t worry, I’ll leave you to it. I’ll be inside if you need me.” To my surprise he walks off and my fingers itch from how badly I crave to bring him back. I didn’t expect him to leave just like that and a part of me wants to trail after him, spend every breathing hour in his powerful presence and another is really eager to cool down and get a grip. 
 
       Taking my clothes off, I stand there in just my underwear but then I bite my lip...pending. Derex isn’t here anyway, so I yank them off too and get in butt naked. I squeak at the first lick of water, doing a couple of quick breaststrokes before swimming over to the edge and put my hands up. 
 
       Resting my head on my arms I think about how it’s been a long while since I enjoyed myself like this, long while since I fully could breathe out...I twitch at the sound of something large and ominous plunging into the ruby water and I don’t get a chance to turn around before a rough body presses up against my back and a masculine growl slices the air. 
 
       “It’s just me.” Derex’s hand goes to my throat. “Couldn’t stay away if you insist on getting naked, one look at that ass and my heart nearly fell out of my chest.” He rubs against me and I feel a hard length prodding me, until I’m overcome with desire and compliance. “Don’t say no to this,” Derex pants. “I need you, right here and right now.” 
 
       “Then I’m all yours,” I whisper, knowing in the back of my mind that he’s going to terminate me because destruction lingers in his veins and I whimper when I feel him fondling me between my legs, his mouth sucking on my throat and I moan. “Derex...” 
 
       “Relax,” he purrs, “I’ll make this good for you.” His fingers move to massage my insides and I feel his muscles ripple against my back. This man wants so much from me and it’s not just the physical but I can’t put my finger on what else he needs from me, though whatever it is I want to pour and pour it into him, until he’s satisfied. I wriggle against him and the tension in him rises. “Fuck, that’s it...” 
 
       I’m so slick and smooth, I feel ready to take him no matter how big he is. Even if this man shatters me, I won’t care and stars dance behind my eyes as I feel him growing. “I’ll go slow,” he grits, “you stop me if it gets too much but I’ll fucking die if you do...” 
 
       Determination flares in me and I promise myself not to stop him. The craving’s so intense it makes me lightheaded and I want to be claimed and cherished, spreading my legs a little to give him better access and he groans in approval. I inch closer to him and he snarls, causing me to yelp when he snatches me around the waist and makes me lean over the edge with my bare ass in the air, positioned right in front of his brutal face.   
 
       I throw a distressed glance over my shoulder and he licks his lips, before spreading me and diving right in with his mouth. The new, shocking touch makes me squeal and fidget, my skin exploding in goosebumps as he explores me with his tongue. My lashes flutter at the sight of him, my heart clenching in tune with my core because I never thought a savage man would have it in him to kiss me like this. 
 
       “You like w...what you see?” I stutter and my voice sounds weak and numb and he growls, 
 
       “Moon baby, I’m already obsessed. This sweetness between your legs will be my downfall and resurrection.” His hands go to my backside, fingertips digging into my skin and he uses my curves to get a better grasp so he can bring me closer to his ravenous mouth. My lips fall open, my mind drifting and my whole body goes into turmoil when my orgasm’s gulped down by Derex’s greedy laps and the world shudders when he turns me around, entering me in one swift move. 
 
       I pant in amazement at the infiltration, my body unused to this but I’m so turned on that the shock quickly gets replaced with pure pleasure. It’s more than tantalizing, his hard body against mine, the ridge of his gigantic length pushing for acceptance and he snares me, heat simmering between us when he rotates his hips and grinds the ache between my legs. 
 
       “I’ll kill anyone who takes this away from me,” he growls gutturally and I’m a little wary of the look in his eyes. “I’ll cut them up piece by piece if they ever dare go anywhere near you.” He fists my hair. “Tell me you’re only mine!” 
 
       “Nobody goes near me,” I pant. “I’m only yours.” 
 
       He nods. “You know your place,” he purrs in pleasure, ricking me down until I spasm, “and it’s right on this cock.” With his hands firmly clasped around me, he gives me the time of my life, his tongue going from kissing my mouth to licking my breasts and I’m panting so fiercely I forget to breathe when he sledgehammers my insides, making me accommodate to him and my knees buck. 
 
       I go faint, too sensitive and swollen all over and I throb so much, that I cry out, “Please let me come!” 
 
       He snarls and tugs me down until our bodies become one, fully attached and fully devoted to each other until tears prickle my eyes. This man...he has changed me. “Come then...come for your man.” 
 
       And I do, chasing the high and in the mist I’m in, I’m vaguely aware he’s chasing it with me. We detonate, our faces twisting, our mouths hooking and I know I will never care about the wrongs this man does. In my eyes...he is now my new world. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Derex 
 
      
 
    I can’t sleep, all I can do is look at her. She doesn’t toss and turn in bed but lays there peacefully still and satisfaction brims in me because she’s right next to me. I hunted her down and I caught her, which means she will be mine forever. I’ll hold her tight throughout our life and count the beatings of her heart as I do, her heart beating in a different way than mine, a pure way and it brings an armistice inside of me I haven’t been able to find on my own. It’s as if the clocks stopped when she came into my life and they’ll always keep ticking for her. Stroking a strand of hair from her face, I take her in and I want to give a big fuck you to the mob and just stay here with Luna. 
 
       A man doesn’t want to wander when he has the moon in his bed. He wants to stay right there and let the moonshine wash away his sins. Pulling her closer, I inhale her comforting scent and she’s softer than cashmere and more generous than rain falling on hands soiled with blood. If only I’d had something like her earlier...then I wouldn’t have become so ruthless, so hard. 
 
       “But you soften me, don’t you?” I whisper in her ear and she stirs a little, before sighing. “You soften me and you make me yours when you do.” Putting my lips to her temple, I give her a kiss before I leave her and pull away. Getting up, I drag on my boxers and I can barely get my dick down. 
 
       It’s angry at me, wants to be where it belongs and I’m tempted to give it a fucking smack with my fist because I don’t need this shit right now. Reaching for my slacks, I tense when I hear the mattress creaking and I turn around. 
 
       Luna blinks up at me, her face full of sleep and she’s my goodnight moon, causing my lips to involuntarily curl. “Where are you going?” she murmurs, rubbing her eyes. “It’s in the middle of the night.” Her body draws me in, the skin glittering and everything about her sings and decoys as I’m completely powerless to her, and if I hadn’t had that steel will ingrained in me since childhood then I never would’ve been able to do my job. 
 
       But she’s going to have to get used to this. I mostly work during the night, sometimes during the day, weekends, and holidays but I’m figuring some of it will change because now I have somebody else to think of. 
 
       “I got work to do, but I’ll be here by morning,” I reply and she sits up, pulling the sheet with her. My hands itch from how badly I want to yank the sheet away from her and she yawns. “You go back to sleep and when you wake up again, I’ll be right here with you.” 
 
       Her slim shoulders rise and fall. “But I want you with me now. This is a new, strange house to me, Derex and I’d prefer it if you stayed.” 
 
       Fuck, I can’t just call the boss and tell him I’m not coming. I have someone to murder and we don’t take that stuff lightly and yet my heart clenches at the sight of Luna’s needy face. I get it. She needs someone to hold on to and I cup her cheeks in my hands. 
 
       “Sometimes we just have to compromise.” I thumb her lip. “I’ll give you all my love and devotion when I come back and think of you while I’m gone.” 
 
       “Alright,” she agrees, slightly comforted now, “but I’m going to miss you so much.” She grabs my pillow, hugs it to her chest and puts her face in it and my eyes roll back in my head. Fuck, I’d never thought I’d see a woman do something like that for me, didn’t think I was the type who could get those kinds of girls. I always thought if I ever found a female I wanted, she’d be so appalled she’d run the other way and tell me to never contact her again or she’d call the cops. 
 
       Yet, here I have an angel acting as if she will shatter if I’m not holding her. 
 
       “I’m going to miss you too,” I rasp, my voice so hoarse and I feel like I have barb wire around my heart. It’s there to keep everything else away because it belongs to Luna now. “But I can think of something that’ll help.” 
 
       Her jaw slacks and she moans when I hook my fingers in her thong, pulling it down her slender legs and she sucks on her fingers, looking up at me as if I’m being offensive. “Don’t you know it’s rude to steal an innocent girl’s thong like that?” she pants. 
 
       Smirking, I put it in my pocket and shake my head. “I want nothing touching you between your legs until I’m home. No friction and no contact with what’s mine until I’m back, only I get to take care of it.” 
 
       “I know.” She throws me an insolent look, rolling over to her belly and the sight of her like this just made everything ten times worse. I guess the best thing is to just rip it off, like a Band-Aid and I put on my coat before lowering my face and giving her a kiss on the mouth. “Derex,” she whispers and I raise my brows in question. “Don’t forget your gun.” 
 
       Inwardly, I tense but I don’t show her that. “I won’t. Got it right here.” 
 
       “Only use it if necessary,” she smiles and I wince, thinking we probably have very different opinions on what’s necessary. I pull away but stop when she puts a hand on my arm. “What did you mean when you said I soften you?” 
 
       She heard me then...great. Letting out a sigh, I rasp, “That you make me feel like a good man.” 
 
       Her face flushes and her lashes flutter. “You don’t need me for that.” A smile plays with her lips. “You’re a good man with or without me.” 
 
       Oh...but that’s where she’s wrong.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    I’ve never much looked forward to daylight or going home but there’s something special about walking down my street and seeing Luna sitting at my kitchen table, eating breakfast under my roof. Grinning at this new situation, I walk inside and call for her. 
 
       First thing I hear is a yelp and the sound of a chair toppling and then Luna comes at me like a whirlwind, before throwing herself into my arms. “I never thought you’d come home,” she breathes. “I was so worried, cried and tried calling you but your phone was on mute and I tried to tell myself to relax, to not get all dramatic but...” 
 
       “You missed me that much did you?” I groan and pull her to me, so she can feel my body’s immediate arousal and her eyes dash. “Get naked and lay on the couch and I’ll show you just how much I’ve missed you back.” 
 
       Her eyes dart, cheeks tinting and she murmurs, “It’s not that I just missed you.” She clutches and clings to me. “I was genuinely worried.” When I frown in surprise, she takes my hand and drags me into the kitchen, pointing at a newspaper on the table. “Look, there’s that guy John, you spoke to when we were on the subway.” 
 
       Blood drains from my face as I look at the paper. Fuck! This never should have become public knowledge. Hertz was supposed to take care of him discreetly and fury brims in me, causing me to clench my fists when I feel my pulse speed up. 
 
       Luna watches me curiously. “You seem tense, Derex,” she reminds me before exhaling. “See, now why I was worried? I thought whoever exterminated John would come after you too.” 
 
       Gritting my jaw, I slowly nod. “You’re kind for being concerned but you need to know that I can always take care of myself. No matter what.” 
 
    She breathes out, plopping down on her chair and she’s all better now but I’m pissed she found out about the murder. And even if I’ve calmed her down, there’s no denying that her eyes are a little more careful now when landing on me. 
 
       “Brought you pastries,” I murmur, “with icing sugar and I got you some strawberry lemonade too.” 
 
       Squealing, she digs in, letting out diverting moans and groans while I try focusing on reading the article. I’m gonna kill Hertz for this. He’s fucking responsible for making Luna look at me with anything else but trust and I realize I should’ve played it up, should’ve acted appalled or horrified when she showed me the article. 
 
       Instead, I acted like a damn machine. 
 
       Fuck! 
 
       Furious, I drag a hand down my face before throwing a look at Luna and the annoyance drains the moment I see her with icing sugar on the tip of her nose. That white little tip cheers me up and I grin, wiping it off and she throws me an embarrassed glance. 
 
       “Thanks. The kids would’ve laughed their butts off if I’d come in like this today.” 
 
       Right, her work and I have to admit I hadn’t thought much about that, somehow imaging that she’d be at home all day and breathlessly waiting for me but now I’m reminded of something potentially problematic and I murmur, “Luna, I hope there aren’t any men where you work.” 
 
       She seems surprised but shakes her head. “Nope, it’s just women.” 
 
       Then it’s not problematic. I take no issue with her working as long as I don’t have to worry about her being leered on. It sounds like a fucking nightmare by the way, creeps looking at my Luna and my fists clench. “Good, I don’t want you coming in contact with men when I’m not around to protect you.” 
 
       Luna bursts into laughter. “Come in contact?” She sniggers as if that’s the funniest phrase she’s ever heard. “Oops, I’m afraid I do come in contact with other men.” 
 
       Clutching the table, I fail to see the humor in this. “What other men?” I growl and she twitches, spilling her lemonade and I turn around with a curse, grabbing some paper towels and wipe it off. Luna stares up at me as if she’s not sure what’s going on.  
 
       “The children’s fathers, of course. Sometimes they drop them off and usually they come to pick them up.” 
 
       I didn’t think about that. I didn’t think about the fucking fathers! This changes everything and now I’m tense again. 
 
       “Listen, I got an idea,” I say in a very calm and level voice. “I think you should stay home today.” 
 
       Grimacing, she shakes her head. “Nah, Fridays are our favorite day. We pull the guitar out and throw a party.” 
 
       That sounds very cute and wholesome but all I can think of are men coming in at the end of the day and staring at her tired and beautiful face, wanting to buy her a cup of coffee, wanting to offer her a ride home, wanting to offer her a ride on their dicks... 
 
       I let out a growl and Luna glances at me in surprise but ignores me. “I should clean this up or I’ll be late for work,” she murmurs and panic rises to my head. I need to find a way to keep her with me. Humming to herself, Luna cleans her dishes and I’m starting to feel the pressure. Soon, she’ll be out that door and then I won’t be able to stop her. 
 
       I need to stop her. 
 
       Clutching my chest, I grimace and pretend to be hyperventilating and Luna swiftly turns around, her face whitening and she gawks. “Derex, what is it?” 
 
       “Don’t know.” I choke for air. “There’s this sudden pressure,” I groan, rubbing my chest in the way that I’ve seen people do. “Right here...it fucking hurts.” 
 
       “Is it anxiety?” she cries in panic. “What about?” She frantically looks around. “It’s the article, isn’t it? The news about his death, you’re scared you’ll end up the same way, aren’t you?” 
 
       Stomping her foot, she aggressively crumbles the newspaper and throws it into the trashcan. “I never would’ve showed it to you, had I known you were this sensitive.”   Wrapping her arms around me, she hugs me tight and I purr inwardly when facing her cleavage. “This is what happens when big guys like you act all tough, bottling down your fears and then you end up exploding.” Clicking her tongue, she holds me closer. “Let those emotions out, let them out...,” she rocks me and shushes me and I pretend to exhale. 
 
       “Better?” she asks and I shrug. A concerned frown forms between her brows. “I don’t want to leave you when you’re like this.” She hesitates and I bore my eyes into hers, trying to get her to do what I want. “Maybe, I should call and tell them I can’t come in today.” 
 
       Hiding my smirk, I say in a controlled voice, “Luna, I think that would be for the best.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Luna 
 
      
 
    He insists on coming with me to work on Monday. We spent the whole weekend together, or more like glued to one another. At one point, I even thought he would follow me into the bathroom and when I told him I’d go for a run in the evening, he took his car and followed me, yelling at me through the window things like, 
 
       “Pull your top down!” 
 
       “Watch your step!” 
 
       “I’ll kill that motherfucker for honking at you!” 
 
       That was his idea of giving me space but I have to admit, it felt pretty bizarre jogging and seeing a car and a man in dark glasses stalking me whenever I looked over my shoulder. This is a nice neighborhood, as opposed to my old one and I don’t believe Derex one bit when he said he was doing it for my own safety. 
 
       The most dangerous thing around here is the butterflies and I think Derex just needs to be in control of everything. Not that I mind, but I am nervous about bringing him to work. None of the other teachers have ever brought their men with them for a day and their men look nice. 
 
       Mine looks like he writes other people’s testaments, using their own blood. 
 
       At least he’s not wearing black today but more of a...dark grey. I guess that’s something and I take a deep breath, stepping into the school together with Derex. The kids immediately burst into tears at the sight of him, some of them screaming and cowering in the corner and my heart sinks. Glancing at Derex, I notice he seems embarrassed and a little bit guilty and sympathy flares in me. 
 
       “They just need to get used to you,” I murmur, wringing my hands and I introduce him to my colleagues. They look at him with a mixture of admiration and apprehension and I want to tell them that he’s not dangerous but I’m annoyed by their reaction at the same time. He’s a good person. “Maybe its best if you sit down,” I add, encouraging him to sit on a chair far too small for him and for a moment I worry it’ll give in under his weight. 
 
       I smile at the other kids who peek out of their hiding places and stare at Derex as if both horrified and fascinated. “It’s okay,” I murmur, nodding at them. “You can play with him. He won’t bite.” 
 
       In response they shudder, shaking their heads but one brave boy crawls over the floor and grabs a plastic spoon. Wide-eyed, he brings the spoon toward Derex’s mouth and Derex throws me a helpless glance that makes me smile. 
 
       “You’re supposed to pretend you’re eating.” 
 
       Derex frowns, his shoulders tensing with aggravation as if he doesn’t see the point of this but then he pretends to take a couple of bites and the boy coos. Banging his little fists on the table, the boy brings the spoon to Derex again when all of the sudden what I dreaded happens. 
 
       The chair cracks underneath Derex’s massive weight, causing him to fall on his back and he lets out a wildly inappropriate curse. Silence fills the room loud enough to hear a pin drop, until I shamelessly start sniggering and then the kids burst into laughter. Even the teachers laugh, the kids coming out from hiding and now Derex is their favorite person. They make him chase them and act like a dragon that they then pretend to slay. 
 
       In the midst of everything, Derex and I make eye contact and I grin at him. He winks back and even though I’m getting ahead of myself, I can tell he’ll be a good dad one day. A softness spreads in my chest and I feel so wonderful I’m surprised I’m not levitating. Here I was afraid this would be a disaster...and this is how good it turned out. 
 
       But it seems that I spoke too soon because Derex’s demeanor changes the moment the day’s over and the kids ready to be picked up. “You stay right here,” I tell him nervously. “I’ll get this over quickly and then we can go home.” 
 
       He gives me a long look that drips with arrogance. Apparently he’s not the kind to wait in a corner while his woman interacts with other men but I guess I already knew that. “I just want to introduce myself, moon baby,” he purrs. “You’ve got nothing to worry about.” 
 
       “I don’t know if you s...should,” I stutter, but he ignores me, moving to stand in the doorway and blocking it with his wide shoulders as the fathers try entering. Growly and about as approachable as a minefield, he shakes the men’s hands, gritting, 
 
       “I’m Luna’s male.” 
 
       They grimace, their eyes tearing and I can tell he’s shaking their hands just a little too hard. Heck...is it really necessary to have a pissing contest? According to Derex there is and he makes sure to let everyone know I’m his, before handing over the kids and he’s so quick and efficient that my colleagues gawk. 
 
       “Is he for hire?” one of them asks. “That went smoother than when we do it.” 
 
       Yeah, because the dads were probably afraid they’d get their heads bit off by a giant northerner and I let out a sigh, crossing my arms over my chest because my colleagues better not tempt him. I’m sure if they offer him a job, Derex will see it as an excellent opportunity to keep an eye on me. As soon as the last child’s out the door, he turns to me and there’s a smug look on his face. He stalks over to me, his shoulders wide and strong enough to function as rafts in a time of crisis and I force myself to not get giddy now. 
 
       “Happy?” I hiss as he throws me an unbothered glance. “They’ll never dare pick their kids up again.” 
 
       “That certainly wasn’t my intention,” Derex smirks and I pout. Sure it was and he got exactly what he wanted. Now no man will ever dare get within ten feet of me and glancing up at Derex, I get a little bit suspicious. Today I was reminded of just how scary he can be, by looking at him through the eyes of others. 
 
       There is something seriously intimidating about him. Too intimidating for a bounty hunter...and a thought crosses my mind. Who is the man I live with, really? 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    I feel the mattress dip as he gets up in the middle of the night. He’s trying to be noiseless and I have to admit he’s as slithering as a snake but I’ve been preparing for this all day. I lay still, my back turned to him as he gets dressed. There’s the rattle of his coat and then comes the rattle of his weapons and I gulp. 
 
       Making sure to keep my eyes closed, I stop breathing when he leans over and plants a kiss on my head. It bursts with tenderness and I struggle to stop my mouth from curving, needing to remind myself to not get all mushy. He murmurs a sweet nothing and then he’s out the door. Ripping off the duvet, I yank on a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt and leave the house. The street is dark and silent, the lampposts shining their gold over well-groomed lawns and I look left and right. 
 
       He can’t have gone far. My brows rise when I see a figure turning the corner. Aha! I knew I’d catch him red-handed and I’m going to spend the whole night following him around, see what he’s really doing. He’ll be so shocked when he finds out I’ve been following him, probably make up some excuse he’ll hope I’ll buy but he can’t explain things away if I see them with my own eyes. 
 
       I’ve even brought my phone with me to document everything so that he’ll be forced to tell the truth and I want to congratulate myself on how clever I’m being. There’s just no way he’ll get away with this... 
 
       Turning the corner, my eyes flare when I see him again and this part of the street has fewer lights and I can’t quite extinguish everything but I register the dark coat and the fast, almost fidgety movements... he’s definitely hiding something big. Grabbing my phone, I snap a couple of pics as he walks toward a black car that just stopped and gets in. 
 
       The lights from the car blaze and my heart stops when I see the busty woman behind the wheel and he leans over, kissing her right on the mouth. What the...The lights flare again and I notice that’s not Derex. That’s some other man and my knees shake from relief but then I grow frustrated because this means I completely lost him. 
 
       Muttering to myself, I back but freeze the moment I hit a chest about as hard as a brick wall. I know that chest intimately and I raise my trembling face. Derex looks down at me, his eyes stirring with both amusement and annoyance. 
 
       “What are you up to?” he purrs, almost sensually and viper like, causing me to shudder. 
 
       “Thought I’d go for a walk in the neighborhood. Couldn’t sleep.” 
 
       He raises his brows. “That’s a surprise, considering you were barely breathing when I left you.” I wince and he adds, “Luna, is there something you want to tell me?” When I don’t reply, he murmurs, “You were spying on me, weren’t you?” 
 
       “Spying?” I blurt before faking a laugh. “That’s just rich. Can’t a girl take an after midnight stroll without being accused of s...spying?” 
 
       Derex looks down at me, his face displeased. “Go back to bed. Now.” 
 
       “Where are you going?” I pant and he clasps my elbow, dragging a hand down his face. 
 
       “Nowhere apparently, considering I now have to tuck you in,” he replies and I protest but he won’t hear it. He wraps his arm around me, shushing me with a kiss and I feel like I just lost and he’s won. Again. 
 
       “You can’t blame me for trying to find out more about you,” I mutter and he shrugs as if he doesn’t blame me. “There’s so much secrecy surrounding you and I barely know anything. I feel like I’m grappling in the dark.” 
 
       Tensing, he murmurs, “There’s not much to know. I’m an only child, grew up with a single mother. As a teen I loved watching action flicks and sometimes still do, when I have the time. I was in a car accident at the age of twenty, flung out of my seat and landed on a farm fence.” He pulls up his sweater. “Still have the scar.” 
 
       I’ve been wondering about that scar but never asked. Touching it with my fingertips, I nod and maybe I should’ve asked earlier because his answer is strangely normal and it pacifies me. I choose not to question him on the meetings he has with strange looking men in his office and why they speak in an exotic language, deciding to leave that for later to avoid getting into any more trouble. 
 
       We walk hand in hand into our room and to my surprise, Derex crawls into bed with me. It really looks like he isn’t going anywhere, rolling on top of me and the moment he does, my body and flesh is willing to serve him. 
 
       It’s obvious he’s hiding something he’s prepared to do anything to cover up but my body doesn’t care, and my heart doesn’t cower in my chest but blooms when he breathes on me. I break out in goosebumps, whimpering and hurrying to pull down my underwear, gasping when the cold air hits me and Derex lets out a hard growl. “You’ve behaved very badly,” he whispers in my ear and I moan again, “now to please your male, you’ll let me ravage you like a savage.” 
 
       I pant into the pillow, writhing, “But you always do it like a savage.” 
 
       “You want another side of me?” He tilts my face for eye contact. “You could let me ravage you as something else.” 
 
       A gasp escapes me. “What would that be?” I ask, but he doesn’t respond and I clutch his shoulder. “Derex, what would that be?” My heart pounds frantically because I’m thinking he’ll say it but instead he just growls and plunges into me. I cry out from desire before throwing him a dazed glance. 
 
       His eyes flash. And they flash with something so dark, the stars and the moon stop glistening on the sky and I hold onto the bedpost while he thrusts, knowing that whatever it is that he’s so scared of telling me, I’ll still be his moonshine no matter what. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Luna 
 
      
 
    Despite everything, despite the tenderness and reassurance he’s not hiding anything, I’m still determined to find out the truth which is why I decide to leave work early and do some snooping in his office. Shivers rip down my spine and my hand trembles on the knob but I close the door, walking over to his desk and audaciously rummage through his drawers. To my disappointment there’s absolutely nothing of importance. 
 
       Either he is telling truth, or he’s really good at covering up his tracks. 
 
       Pinching my lip, I google Derex Warg but nothing comes up. He’s a man who can’t be found like the rest of us and that’s definitely suspicious. Roaming around the room, my eyes land on the vast collection of knives by the window and once I asked him about it, but he just said he’s particular about how he cuts his meat. 
 
       What kind of meat, though. Animal or human? 
 
       Shuddering, I shake my head and walk over to his bookshelf. He’s got a ton of books about martial arts which don’t interest me but I find a leather-bound volume that does. Taking it out, I jolt at the symbol at the front, at the intertwined N and M. 
 
       I’ve seen that symbol before, right on Derex’s back...what the hell? 
 
       The title reads: The history of the Nordic Mafia-Origins and Legacy. 
 
       Flipping through it, I go woozy because I have no idea why Derex would have this book with pages upon pages of drawings of runes. The same runes Derex has inked on his body, same runes I’ve traced my fingertips over while thinking they were amazing pieces of art. 
 
       I gulp because this isn’t making any sense. Either he’s a hardcore fan of this underground league and obsessive in his fandom...or he’s one of them. Could it be true that my Derex is in the...mob? Jaw slacking, I stare at the desk, the place where I’ve seen Derex sit many times. The man who comes home to me every day, the man I share a bed with...I twitch when the front door opens and shove the book back in its place before hiding behind the shelf. The sound of Derex’s voice hits me like a wrecking ball because he shouldn’t be home at this time! 
 
       Freezing up when the men enter the office, I clamp a hand over my mouth to restrict my breaths. I recognize the voice of the other man and it belongs to the one, I saw at the subway. My knees go weak from anxiety when Derex stops in front of the shelf. 
 
       “Care for a drink, Hertz?” he asks and his tone is surprisingly pleasant. “I ordered this fine mead all the way from Greenland.” 
 
       “It doesn’t taste like crap then?” the other man grunts and Derex chuckles. There’s the sound of glass clinking and Derex declares, 
 
       “To ice and shadows.” 
 
       “To death and ruin,” Hertz replies and I hear them drinking. My fingers itch because I have a bad feeling about this. Derex is in an overly good mood, almost as if trying to cover up for something much more insidious brewing inside of him and my heart pounds because I hope he won’t try doing anything wild. 
 
       I need him to be okay. He’s my everything and even if he was the most evil man on the planet...I would still want him and I don’t care if it makes me bad. In the past I was always so picky about decency and benevolence but for Derex I’m willing to see through my fingers. 
 
       I’ve fallen for him without even fully knowing how. If he hadn’t jumped on that metro things would’ve been so different but he did...and my heart is still on that heavy rail, going faster and faster, wherever Derex wants to take it. 
 
       “Sit down,” Derex says, “make yourself comfortable. Min heim aer din heim,” he chuckles.  
 
       Hearing that striking language straight out of his mouth makes him seem like an entirely different person, and there’s a hint of evil in his laugh that has the hair on my nape bristling. 
 
       “Feel free to tell me to mind my own business,” Hertz continues, “but are those heels I saw in the hallway?” 
 
       “They’re my woman’s,” Derex grits as if he doesn’t like that the other man noticed my shoes and Hertz makes a surprised sound. “She lives with me now.” 
 
       “You have a woman? Since when? Who is she?” 
 
       “Remember the girl from the metro?” Derex pauses and his voice is softer when he adds, “That’s her.” 
 
       Hertz lets out a whistle “Fuck me. Why haven’t you ever brought her to the compound?” 
 
       What compound? 
 
       “I don’t want to introduce her to that part of our lives yet.” 
 
       “But she does know you’re in the mob?” 
 
       “She knows what she needs to know and stop with the fucking questions.” Derex swipes his drink and lets out a long exhale. “Luna’s very different from us, she doesn’t understand the lifestyle or why we’re the way we are.” Derex silences before adding, “Violence isn’t a word in her vocabulary.” 
 
       “If she’s as good as you say then what the hell is she doing with scum like you?” Hertz guffaws but abruptly stops and I have a feeling Derex just gave him a deadly glance. I chew on my lower lip and I’m rubbed the wrong way because of what he called Derex but then Derex snarls, 
 
       “Ask me that again and I’ll blow your fucking head off.” 
 
       My hands start trembling. That didn’t just sound like a threat but as if he’d do it...gladly, as if that’s something he does every day without blinking. It seems that the man I want, the one who ripped me out of my wretched situation is far more coldblooded than I ever could’ve thought. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Derex 
 
      
 
    Staring at the pale face opposite me, I drum my fingers against my knee. I think I made a mistake bringing him here. This is supposed to be a verbal warning, maybe some light aggression thrown in but then I’m meant to take him to the boss and let him deal with it. However, the more I sit here, the more I’m tempted to take matters into my own hands. 
 
       “How long have we known each other, Hertz?” I ask and he clears his throat. 
 
       “Years and years.” 
 
       “We’ve been partners for a long time,” I nod, adding, “You must be wondering why I brought you here.” 
 
      He shrugs his shoulders and he’s been looking fatter rather than muscular lately, slacking on his duties, slacking on fucking everything...almost as if his loyalties lie somewhere else. 
 
       Leaning over the table, I rasp. “Remember our good friend John boy?” I say and he turns into a rock in front of me, as if he thinks I won’t pay attention to him anymore if he keeps still. I circle my finger around the rim of my glass. “You were supposed to get rid of him.” 
 
       “I did, Derex...” 
 
       “Without it being known,” I grit. “You were supposed to be discreet and yet you might as well have shouted our business from the rooftops.” A muscle ticks in my jaw. “I want the truth. Who paid you off? Who’s bribing you...?” 
 
       His pathetic explanation doesn’t surprise me. He was bribed by the local MC gang to keep John alive but things got out of hand since mixing allegiances like that never turns out well. Hertz starts muttering an excuse but I cut him off. 
 
       “Unfortunately for you, my woman isn’t home. If she was, I would’ve reconsidered but I want you to pay and it’s not just about your treachery either.” I inhale. “You’ve put me in a tricky situation. Luna reads the newspaper and she found out about John.” I reach for my gun. “And you’re the reason why she’s been looking at me with distrust ever since.” 
 
       An aggressive look flashes Hertz’s face as if he’s willing to fight me but I pull the trigger under the table, the soundless bullet hitting vital organs and Hertz drops off his chair. I rub my eyes in annoyance at the mess but don’t regret it. Well...at least there’s that taken care of. 
 
       Stabbing my fingers through my hair, I get up. I’ve been worrying about Luna finding out the truth about me before the stage’s right but she won’t be home in hours yet and there’s plenty of time to clean up. I need to find something to put him in and I look around when I hear a mousy squeak. My muscles tense at the sound, my senses on edge and I whirl around. It came from behind the shelf and my heart begins pounding when I pull a shaking Luna out of there. 
 
       Regret nearly makes me unconscious. No, no, no...not this. This isn’t what I wanted, never wanted her to found out about it like this, never wanted her to see my true nature with her own eyes before I got a chance to explain myself. 
 
       She stutters my name, her gaze glassy and I let out curse after curse, covering her eyes while dragging her out of the office and I’m in a vile mood. “What the hell were you doing in there?” I snarl and she wheezes, stumbling after me. 
 
       “What are you doing? You just killed a man, Derex. In broad daylight, in your office, you just pulled the t...trigger.” She gulps, looking up at me as if I’m once again the man she once was wary of. “You’re dangerous.” 
 
       I stop and clasp her shoulders. “Not to you. I’m not dangerous to you.” I drag a breath and fiercely hold her to me. “You weren’t meant to see that but you’re a strong girl, you will adjust to this, adjust to me as I am now.” 
 
       Her lower lips trembles. “I wish you’d told me.” 
 
       “It doesn’t change anything,” I growl, as my heart sinks. “I’m still me and you’re still you and we’re still us.” But I’m furious she witnessed the brutal deed and I go cold when she doesn’t reply, staggering against the wall. “You hate me now, don’t you?” I rasp, watching her in horror. “You hate me now that you know the truth about my nature.” 
 
       The redness on her face turns to white. “Why would you think that?” she quivers. “I could never hate you. How can I hate a man like you? After all you’ve done for me, after all you’ve made me feel...” 
 
       Ferocity explodes in me, the need to keep her chained to me making me crazed. “And what is it that I have made you feel?” I snarl, yanking her to me and she gasps. “Tell me what I’ve made you feel other than fear and the feeling of being deceived?” 
 
       Her eyes turn reflective and she shoves at me. “How dare you say that?” She puts her soft, trembling hand on top of her chest. “You have stolen my heart from my body, claimed me and provoked emotions in me I’ve never had!” 
 
       “And what have you done to me!” I bellow as my pulse pounds with fervor in my temples and I rake my fingernails down my face before stabbing my hand through my hair. “You have bound the darkness in me and now it’s your slave!” 
 
       “Stop saying you’re dark, dammit!” she cries, falling to her knees. “You’ve changed my life.” She gasps for a breath. “Don’t you understand there’s so much more to you? Why can’t you see what I see?” 
 
       “Because I don’t see the world through rose-tinted glasses!” I growl, slamming a fist on top of my chest. “I don’t have the innocent eyes you have, the goodness, the decency.” 
 
       Clasping my hands, she holds them to her. “Then let me be your eyes,” she pleads. “Let me show you the man, I think you are.” 
 
       I look down at her, glum and grim and I’m pissed off to the nines that she witnessed the murder. I’m taking it so hard, she has a tough time calming me down. “And what man would that be?” 
 
       “The kind that told a lie because he was afraid the truth would push away his girl, the kind who makes little kids laugh and plays with them because it makes them happy, the kind who protects the people he cares about no matter what.” Lowering her face, she rubs it against my callus hands. “Please,” she begs. “don’t be so hard on yourself. I forgive you for lying, now forgive yourself...” 
 
       She trails off when I let out a snarl, cupping her neck. “Why must you breathe with so much sweetness?” I growl. “How can you breathe when I no longer can?” 
 
       “I’ll breathe for you, Derex,” she gasps, clutching me with all her strength. “I will always breathe for my man, even when the hour is bleak and the world is nothing but ice and shadows. I will always stand by your side!” 
 
       Words from a dream, dreamt a thousand times by those who deserve it the least and yet remain hopeful they one day will hear them from pink lips, poured out from the softest of hearts. 
 
       “Aren’t you fucking brave,” I growl, slicing her mouth in a kiss, “and you speak my language, my bold girl.” I throw her over my shoulder, stomping into our bedroom and steam rises from my pores. I’m no longer just rime but warmth because of her and I toss her onto the bed, our clothes coming off in a haze and I take in what’s mine, wanting her so damn bad. 
 
       Her body wriggles around and I want to throw a fit of rage because we can’t be joined at all times. That frustrating fragility of hers is mesmeric and a rumble bursts through my throat at how much she’s changed me. My sheets aren’t even black anymore but fucking lavender silk and it’s another small thing where she’s brought more color into my life. 
 
       Yanking her legs apart, I stare at her bright pink exquisiteness for a long while as my heart pounds in my chest. I dared trespass on her territory and now I’m lost in it forever, craving her incorruptibility, her soft mischief and she looks at me through half-lowered lids. “You’ll give me this pussy on my deathbed,” I warn, “I want it as my last fucking meal and every single day, until then.” 
 
       “That’s gangster talk,” Luna pants, “but yes, you can have it!” she cries, her slit swelling the moment I cup it and she wriggles around, letting me fondle her however I want and our arousal sizzles between us until the air cracks and sparkles. Her eyes are wide when looking up at me, the lashes misty from the tears she dropped while shouting at me and my heart yanks in my chest. Another girl would have run but she allowed me to take her straight to my bed and she acts as if she can barely contain herself, her panting loud, her core sleek and welcoming even to darkness itself.  
 
       This is why my instinct chose her, because it recognized she’d always lower her weapons before me. “Derex...I’ll never shut you out,” she whimpers before crying out when a wave of lust causes her body to arch and she barefacedly spreads her legs. “Take what’s yours.” 
 
       A snarl rumbles up in my throat. I’ll take it and fucking more and I fondle her deeper until she squirms around on the bed and makes me chase her. She can barely handle this and yet she wants me to take everything and I’ve only fucked her like a savage before but never a mobster and this feels like the love crime of the century. When she tries to twist away from me, I clamp down on her thighs. 
 
       “Ah-ah, we keep our word in this house.” I splay my hand under her ass, sliding her across the bed toward me again. “You’re staying right here, we’re not done yet by a long shot.” 
 
       Her mouth falls open in a pant, her body trembling and taking three digits isn’t easy but she keeps her eyes firmly clasped on my face and rising muscles and it heightens the arousal. My eyes roll back in my head when she reaches out and tugs at my length and I let out a curse, immediately thrusting into her small palm. 
 
       She whimpers my name, her body rocking and crashing against my hand as I crash against hers, her eyes engrossed by my cock and we’ve never used any protection. I wouldn’t allow her to defend that preciousness between her legs, I’d tear down any resistance, any doubt and I clasp her tit, causing her to gulp when sensation hits her senseless. 
 
       “Derex...,” she whimpers again, the look in her eyes pleading and desperate and I shove my overstimulated cock into her and she cries out from the relief, her legs wrapping around me in a heartbreaking grip. Underneath me, she’s excruciatingly beautiful and I lick the base of her throat where her pulse sprints. “Too m...much,” she stutters, complaining about the frantic prods but I need to claim her as the real me, when there’s no pretend between us, just a thug and the girl he would die for. 
 
       “Need to stretch you more...,” I grit in reassurance and her eyes flare as she panicky gasps, 
 
       “I can’t take any more stretching! I already feel as if I’m about to snap. Derex, please...” 
 
       A wave of mercy washes over me and I let out a growl, rolling on my back and pulling her on top of me. Gratitude floods her face, her eyes shining with trust when she licks her swollen lips and she sways when she takes my shaft into her, her nails raking down my chest. Her skin dampens from my kisses and I try keeping the pace moderate for her as she struggles and grits her teeth the moment I pick it up.  
 
       Her body still has a need to get used to me, to my size, to my desires and I curse when she begins moving in a way that makes me crazy. Perspiration breaks out on my skin and the sounds from the street outside seem to have disappeared, my focus only on her as she thrashes on top of me and I coat her nipples with my tongue until they turn a shade darker.  
 
       Groaning, I lean back again because that tightness of hers is what violently lustful dreams are made of and her moans start sounding like soft, little sobs. Her throat’s constricting, her hips racing and her whole face is triumphant, her eyes turning steamy the more I plunge. 
 
       Our bodies yank at one another, working toward the same goal and she makes my black blood sing, finally it buzzes through my veins instead of frosting, her mouth, breasts and slit all working together to make me rabid. “Stop moving like that,” I growl when she snaps and twists her hips. 
 
       “But I feel delicious!” she moans. “And I need you so much.” 
 
       “Then you’re going to have all of me,” I warn but she just gasps, nodding her lovely face as if she can take anything I give her. When she jerks her hips again, I let out a snarl and drive into her, my mind blanking, my need for her the only the only thing keeping me sane and I’m rough in my claiming. The fucking’s cataclysmic and she stirs up a ferocious storm in me that wants to wreck and leave nothing untouched.  She spirals on top of me, her whole body arching for relief and she meets my rhythm with a frantic perfection that causes tears to burn behind my eyes. 
 
       “All this time you were being fucked by a mobster and you didn’t even know it, but you still enjoyed it.” I thrust mercilessly. “You like having mob cock up in your pussy, moon baby?” 
 
       “I l...love it,” she pants and gasps, her skin flushing and sweat drips down her thighs and I keep her hooked, piercing her down on me in rapid, desperate bursts and when she comes it nearly rips my heart out. She screams my name and I swallow it in a kiss, ejaculating and she falls on top of me the way a doll falls into her maker’s arms, before snuggling against me. Her breaths can’t keep up, not after a long time and then she finally eases. 
 
       Taking my hand, she lifts it to her face. “Such violent hands,” she whimpers with a sigh, “and yet they touch me so gently.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    She wants what I want, for the two of us to be together despite what she witnessed. The look in her eyes isn’t appalled or rejecting but affectionate and her hands squeeze around my biceps, as if she needs to remind herself that underneath it all I’m the same old Derex. For her I won’t be viciousness personified but a man that makes her feel watched over. She can feel the love I have for her and it’s stronger than any doubts. Biting her lip, she takes in my body and her eyes now understand the meaning of the runes and I feel pride when she touches them without any judgment, just fascination. 
 
       It’s possible I could’ve told her the truth from the beginning but I don’t know what I would’ve done if she’d turned her back on me. I never want to watch her walk away from me and I want us side by side, with her light bright enough to illuminate our path for the both of us. “I like how strong you are,” she whispers, her lashes fluttering. “I guess you have to be when you have a tender heart such as yours.” 
 
       “Tender only for you,” I whisper and she slides her fingers down my torso and meets my gaze with fierce urgency. 
 
       “Was the story about the scar true?” 
 
       I nod in all sincerity and she beams up at me. I grin back, burying my face in her throat and her pulse races when she whispers, “This is happiness.” Then she twitches a little as if remembering something. “Oh no, Derex there’s still a dead guy in your office and yet we just barged in here and made love while he...,” she turns white in the face, “What is wrong with us?” 
 
       “Nothing,” I chuckle, clasping her cheeks. “Welcome to the mob life. And don’t worry about the office, I’ll clean it up.” 
 
       She obediently lowers her lids. “You need me to h...help?” 
 
       “Fuck no,” I blurt, repulsed by the thought of her getting her hands dirty but then I tense and look down at her. “You would do that for me?” 
 
       She bites her lip. “I’d do anything if you needed me to.” Her cheeks turn a pink shade. “It’s what true love does to you.” 
 
       Growling how much I love her back, I make her moan as I kiss her and pour all my affection out on her and our bed is a bed of roses and thorns where we bloom and burst, our bond falling over us as frail petals, not even someone like me could break. It’s too delicate and valuable, too precious and no matter how rough my hands are they will always treat this love with the utmost care.   
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Derex-Five months later 
 
      
 
    The crowd’s thick as I get on the metro, the underground swooshing by outside the window and I raise my head, searching for her. She sits in the same spot she sat when we first met, with a chiffon scarf wrapped around her throat and an apprehensive look in her eyes because she knows I like when she plays it up. I make my way through the throng and they press as close to the sides as they can to get away from me. 
 
       A man sits opposite Luna but runs the other way when he sees me coming and Luna struggles against her sniggers. Pouncing down on the seat, I put my hands on my knees and she’s looking everywhere just not at me. I try to get her attention but she firmly keeps it to herself, stingy with what’s mine and I’m going to probe it out of her later. 
 
       “Name?” I ask and her eyes flash to me and I fall in love with her all over again. She gives me her name and then she asks me what I do for a living. I give her the same answer I gave her back then and she laughs, because she understands the truth now. 
 
       Tonight we’re heading to a secret destination, more specifically the compound. Luna doesn’t know where we’re going yet but she will properly be introduced to the life as all mob wives are. A smile crosses her lips when we keep staring at each other and unable to hold back anymore I reach out, snatching her to me. 
 
       The passengers horrified gasps make me grit my teeth but Luna’s amused and we both know what they’re thinking. They’re thinking that a man like me will hurt a girl like her and she presses her lips against mine to show them they have nothing to worry about. “Ignore them,” she whispers, playing with the buttons on my shirt. “They’re just judgmental.” 
 
       “You were too when we first met,” I remind her and she laughs. 
 
       “And I was right!” Biting her lip, she strokes my face with her knuckles and adds, “Well sort of. You don’t hurt good people, I know that now.” 
 
       I know better than to correct her. She’s not completely right, though. If a man, good or bad ever came onto her then his morals wouldn’t matter. Good or bad, they all deserve to die if they as much as look at Luna in a way I don’t like. 
 
       “So, where exactly are we going...,” she begins, glancing at me when there’s a scream somewhere in the back and she tenses in my arms. “What is that?” 
 
       We both look and I notice a guy with ginger hair, sitting in his seat with terrified eyes staring up at four other guys wearing baseball jackets. Luna gulps, clutching me to her and I can’t have her nervous. There’s enough experience in me to know what’s going on isn’t that serious but I don’t want Luna arriving at the compound trembling. Rising, I look down at her when she clutches my hand. 
 
       “Are you out of your mind? Sit back down, now.” 
 
       The corners of my mouth curve because I always lap up the care as if it’s cream. “Moon baby, I don’t cower for anyone and neither does my woman. If something’s bothering you, you’re going to lean back and let your man handle it for you.” 
 
       Gulping, she looks up at me but then she gives up and lets me go. It doesn’t take long before the situation settles and I throw the punks out, before handing the ginger guy his hat that they smacked off his head. Then I walk back and everyone’s staring at me at in awe while Luna smiles from ear to ear. Nothing makes her more proud than when people see me the way she sees me and when everyone starts clapping, she’s the one clapping the loudest.  
 
        I bathe in her rays and my adoration hits me hot and gruff, like it always does and I wrap my arms around her, the passengers cheering when our lips meet and they don’t see a mobster but a hero worthy of the woman. Our love is stretched wide and sometimes we can’t keep up, trying our best by slaking our lust on each other and pouring our hearts out. Sometimes it’s enough and sometimes it isn’t but that’s alright. 
 
       After all, we have an eternity together. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    1. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Silver 
 
      
 
    “...Most expensive restaurant in town and he insisted on picking out the food for me, ordered two bottles of wine, ultra-luxurious cake for dessert and get this...the check comes and he’s forgotten his wallet, forcing me to pay a minor freaking fortune.” 
 
       The hysterical voice on the other side snivels and I shake my head. “I hear you Dena, men just don’t know how to treat a lady these days but you hang in there and I’m sure Prince Charming will come around when you least expect it.” 
 
       “Then that sucker needs to hurry up...,” Dena whines and I snigger but there’s no time to respond before I have to switch to music. Leaning back in my chair, I allow the sappy ballad to finish before purring into the mic, 
 
       “Alright everyone, that’s it for me. Thank you for listening to Sweet &amp; Sassy with Silver and remember to stay safe this weekend. They say a wicked storm’s on its way...” Making an ominous sound, I switch off the mic and turn off the equipment before letting out a deep breath. 
 
       That went pretty well. My boss will be thrilled, especially since he had some doubts about hiring me considering I’d never worked in radio before, but I think I’m pretty much killing it. Throwing a glance out the window, I frown at the small clouds moving down by the horizon, so far they’re pretty tame and the weather seems fine to me. No need to fret about a storm. 
 
       Snatching my denim jacket, I wrap it around my shoulders before making sure everything’s neat and tidy and then I leave the old warehouse that now serves as a radio station. I’m busy locking up when I feel something crawl down my back and I throw a look over my shoulder, staring at the road behind me. 
 
       Hmm...I just had the strangest feeling, almost as if someone walked over my grave. 
 
       I narrow my eyes, looking deep into the surrounding woods but then I figure it must’ve just been a rabbit or a fox and shrug it off. Growing up on a farm squeezed the drama queen out of me, and I’m not going to let her show up now. 
 
       Two weeks ago I moved to this small town, as I was desperate for a change. My foster mom begged me to stay and keep helping out on the farm but I just couldn’t. I had a feeling an adventure waited for me out in the big, wide world and deep down I think I’m even looking for a little bit of danger. Nothing extreme, just a little taste to spice things up; the kind you feel when you’re on a carousel and your stomach dips because you’re just that excited. 
 
       Leaving the dirt road for the highway, I listen to the sound of cars honking and swishing by. Everyone’s on their way home and the daylight’s slowly dimming. I got some spare time left though and wouldn’t mind a drink at the local bar. That’s where I end my day every Friday even though I know it’s sneaky of me since I’m underage but they don’t ask for ID around here and I look older than nineteen. Guess that’s the benefit of being well developed, though my foster mom always told me I’d get into trouble if I kept flaunting my assets but I’m not flaunting anything. 
 
       This is just how I’m built. 
 
       Biting my lip, I throw a glance over my shoulder, wondering why the car behind me won’t pass. The car’s almost prowling down the road like a predator, and I can’t see the driver. I shake my head to myself. Whoever it is, I’m definitely not in the mood to get kidnapped and I turn left. The neon green Merman’s sign blinks at me in welcome and I can hear just how loud the music’s playing even from the outside. 
 
       Seems like the place is full this early evening and I walk inside, smoke making my eyes tear up because they’re just not that picky about health around here. A waitress flashes me a smile, her shorts so short they make my face heat and I walk over to the bar. Men stare at me as I do and I grit my teeth, prepared to pop out the claws if anyone dares nipping me in the butt. 
 
       Don’t know what it is, but there’s something about being a bigger girl that makes men think they have a right to your curves. It’s as if they see you as this tall glass of milkshake, that has milk spilling over the edges and they might as well help themselves. Well, they can’t and I jerk my chin to appear more confident before sitting down on a barstool. 
 
       The bartender winks at me, letting me know he’ll be right up but he’s busy looking after other customers right now. I nod back and I’m not in a rush. Resting my chin in my hand, I feel all the stress from the day slowly drains from me and I hum in a low tone to the music. Wow...it really is crowded tonight and inwardly I groan at whoever it was that just pushed up against my back. 
 
       “Ask her,” I hear an eager voice say. 
 
       “No, you ask her. She looks like she thinks she’s too good for everyone else.” 
 
       They’re referring to me and I’m not in the mood for loud-mouthed fanboys tonight so I straighten in my seat, tuning the guys out and turn my attention to the music again when I feel a draft along the back of my neck. Someone must’ve just walked into the bar but I’m ready to order and don’t turn around to see who it is. 
 
       “Whiskey on the rocks,” I say, “and don’t you dare add lime to it the way you did last time.” I shudder, still remembering the taste. 
 
       The bartender grins and rolls his eyes. “Coming right up.” 
 
       “Aren’t you a little too young to be drinking?” a male voice says next to me and I turn my head in surprise, doing a quick scan and I can’t see his eyes, just his stern profile. There’s some serious roughness to the man, his features nocturnal and more than rugged. Brutal. I feel a flutter in my lower belly and cross my legs. 
 
       “How young is too young?” 
 
       He smiles a bitter smile. “Whatever age you’re at.” 
 
       Crossing my arms, I fire back, “I grow older by the minute.” 
 
       That smile of his hardens. “Not nearly fast enough.” 
 
       My pulse speeds up and I lick my lips, “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
       The man chuckles before groaning and he slides a hand down his face. “Nothing. I was way out of line.” 
 
       Then that means he was...hitting on me. The skin on my face warms and I eagerly take sips of my whiskey when it arrives. I didn’t even notice the man when he first sat down but now I’m not aware of anything else in the bar but him. My hand trembles around the tumbler and it feels as if I’ve just dragged a deep breath, dived beneath the surface and now all my senses have gone numb. 
 
       I can barely hear the music anymore and I discreetly glance at the man from the corner of my eye. He’s wearing a leather shearling jacket over his viciously muscular body, his short beard a steel color that makes me think of strength and fortitude. And that steely hair of his...a thrill moves through me when I notice the cornrows on the sides and one word flares through my mind... 
 
       Warrior. 
 
       I’m curious about him but I’ve never seen someone so unapproachable. An invisible shield seems to surround him and it doesn’t allow anyone to come close. His head is bent over his drink, his jaw clenched, muscles tense and I wish I could see his eyes. Eyes can say so much about a person and I want to know more about him. 
 
       “So, um...,” I clear my throat, already feeling embarrassed when I flick my hair back to attract him to me, “do you come here often?” 
 
       Shit! Who even says that and the man glances at me from the corner of his eye. 
 
       “Merman’s a good place,” he rasps, taking a sip of his drink, “but it’s not a spot for a girl like you.” 
 
       My brows rise. “Women can go to bars too, you know? This isn’t the 18-th century.” 
 
       He nods. “Because I’m such a dinosaur, right?” 
 
       I pinch my lip because I didn’t mean for it to sound like that. The man’s mature age stirs something inside me and I find it attractive that he’s not in his twenties or even in his thirties. Most girls my age go for the handsome, clean cut poster boy with oiled gym muscles but I’ve always been drawn to something with more of an edge, a little bit dirty, a little bit smoky and my lids flicker when I notice he’s got ink on his hands. 
 
       What kind of a man tattoos his hands? Probably the kind who doesn’t care what society thinks of him and I wish I could be just as brave. Mustering up the courage because there’s just something about the man that makes me feel he’ll bite my head off if I snoop too much, I whisper, “What does that stand for?” 
 
       “What?” the man grunts, his voice already a bit sharp and inwardly I wince. 
 
       “Those letters on your hand.” 
 
       The bartender’s eyes flare when they land on me and he shakes his head as if warning me about pressing. “None of your business, little girl,” the man replies and a fire explodes inside of me because of what he just called me. Hiding my face, I struggle for air, clutching the bar and my lower lip trembles. This man, even though I don’t know him has a massive effect on me and I don’t know what to do with it. It slithers, wraps around my body and dances slowly with me until I’m coated in something primitive, feral and ancient. Everything’s heightened around him, intense and sensitive and I want him to touch me with those tattooed hands. 
 
       I’ve never been kissed by a boy, never been hugged by one either and the most affection my foster mother ever gave me was a pat on the cheek every birthday. It wasn’t much and not enough to satisfy a love starved girl. 
 
       “Then can I at least ask for your name?” I say, ignoring the bartender who’s fretting as if I’m walking into waters full of deadly stingrays and I’m not aware of just how fatal one single sting can be. 
 
       “Why do you want to know my name?” 
 
       “Don’t you want to know mine?” I blurt but to my surprise the man gives a curt, almost impatient nod as if I better give it up fast now that I’ve offered. “Silver.” 
 
       “Relic,” he grits, “but those who know me call me Ric.” 
 
       Does that mean he wants me to get to know him? It doesn’t seem like it, because he’s turned away from me but there’s desperation in his voice as if he’s a fallen man, grappling for the edge. He wants to hold onto something but he doesn’t want to reach out and compassion flares in me. 
 
       This man is a legend and I want to know the ending of his story. 
 
       “You’re the girl from the radio,” he rasps to my surprise, “I listen to your voice every day when I’m at work, when I’m on my way home...,” he drags a frustrated hand down his neck, “when I’m in bed.” 
 
       His words hit me straight in the chest and I inhale. I don’t broadcast during the night, which means he must be recording me and I can’t imagine a gruff man like him having the patience to listen to my silliness but apparently...he does. 
 
       Gulping, I murmur, “What do you think about when you listen to me?” 
 
       “You don’t want to know.” 
 
       “Yes, I do,” I breathe and the eagerness in my body almost splits me in half. 
 
       “How fucking good it would feel if I had you lying right next to me,” he replies, turning to me and I nearly plummet down from the chair when his eyes bore into mine. They’re the color of an endless night, grasping for me with a taboo tainted need and now I’m the one helplessly falling. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Relic 
 
      
 
    Heartbreakingly blue. That’s the color of her eyes and they give me the blues, because I know I’ll never have a girl like her. I’m too old, too battle scarred and I wouldn’t want to burden her with all my baggage. She’d cave under the weight, her age too youthful and there’s a bounce in her step that makes me want to kill anything that could make her slow down and turn cautious. 
 
       That breeze of lightheartedness and freedom that seems to cling to her has my palms itching. She’s dressed in what looks like sapphire silk and I want to rip the flimsy dress off of her, touch her and clasp her to my naked chest until her breeziness rubs off on me. I’ve looked for something like her everywhere and now that she’s close it hurts more than I could’ve imagined and I can barely look at her. Her presence is a cruel princess high up in a tower I can’t reach, and I don’t know whether she would ever mercifully drop her hair down for a man like me. 
 
       A flash of pain flares in me and I turn away from the blond bombshell. Its best to just leave it alone, pretend we never met and that I never looked into eyes that overflow with warmth or imagined kissing lips sweet enough to sing a man to sleep every night. I clench my fists from the grief. 
 
       Damn her! 
 
       Damn her for being so seductive, so alluring and unattainable. My need for her tears in me as I listen to her harsh, little breaths. She’s not entirely unaffected by me and yet I wonder what it is about me that she finds attractive. I’m not a pretty boy, I’m an old man that has seen and done more than most and I’ll take my secrets with me to the grave. 
 
       Drinking the last of my pure vodka, I decide to leave the beautiful girl alone but I will always remember her. I’ll always remember her as the little fairy sitting alone in a bar and not cowering in front of a man like me. I’ll still listen to her voice on the radio, still jerk off to it alone in my bed... 
 
       Fuck, I’m disgusting and I need to get a grip...Grunting inwardly I shake my head and I’m about to leave when she breathes, 
 
       “Leaving so soon?” Her eyes meet mine and pink eats up her full cheeks. There’s some hope in that girlish gaze of hers as if she’s imagining rubbing her satin against sandpaper, soiling her day with the night and exchanging her dreams for nightmares. 
 
       “Whatever it is that you think you want, you don’t,” I warn and something defiant flashes on her face. “You’re clean and I’m dirty and that’s all you need to know.” 
 
       She lifts her chin and it’s a beautiful chin, soft and determined, the kind that challenges a man until his heart is turned inside out. “I think I’m old enough to make my own decisions,” she says and anger flashes in me. 
 
       “Don’t fuck with me,” I warn and I’m already balancing on a razors edge. “I don’t like being toyed with.” 
 
       Shocked, she stares into my eyes with the innocence of a peacemaker and I feel a flare of guilt. “I’m not toying with you,” she whispers, squirming and I want to clamp my hands down on her thick thighs to keep her still. “Besides...you’re not dirty.” 
 
       “And what would you know about that?” I snap. “You wouldn’t know evil even if it sat beside you, sipping on a drink at a skanky bar.” 
 
       Her eyes flare, lower lip trembling and she sharply turns away. “Sorry for bothering you, mister,” she says heatedly. “I’ve learned my lesson and won’t do it ever again.” 
 
       Torment cuts in my chest. She was never bothering me. I’m the one who bothered her, the one who’s been watching her ever since I heard her voice on the radio. I followed her in my car when she was done with work and I walked into this bar because I knew she’d be here. 
 
       I’m the one responsible for this entanglement and not her. I was the one who broke down when I saw the way her hips whip with each of her pirouetting steps, I was the one unable to leave her alone. I’m the one to blame. 
 
       “If I sounded harsh...,” I begin but she cuts me off. 
 
       “Forget it...I have nothing more to say to you.” 
 
       I stare at her strapless, naked back and it causes lust to flare in me and every cell in my body wants her. There’s a monster inside of me, restrained by hawsers and it roars for her, knowing she can set him free but she could get bit. Her back trembles as if she’s on the verge of tears and I want to breathe her in over and over until there’s nothing left of me for her to fill. 
 
       If I stay any longer, it’ll kill me and I get up right when two guys decide to hit on Silver. They come up on either side of her, leering and their eyes plaster all over her. 
 
       “You look lonely sitting here by yourself,” one of them says with a grin. “Need some company after all, don’t you?” 
 
       The other one slides a finger down her spine, causing her to flinch and I see red. 
 
       I might never be allowed to touch her but I’ll kill anyone who does. If I can’t make her mine then I’ll at least make sure that nobody else does. 
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    Growling, I yank the two men off of her and Silver gasps in surprise, turning around and something flickers in her gaze when she sees the look on my face. The men are young, roughly twenty years my juniors but they both wobble when I slam my fist into one jaw and then the other. Grabbing them around their collars, I haul them across the liquor stained floor and people stay out of my way. 
 
       The music has silenced, the barflies holding their breaths and the bartender is reaching for the phone in case he’ll need to call the cops but there’s no need for enforcement. I am the enforcement and kicking the door open, I shove the jackasses out, my boot landing on their backs and they fall into the mud. 
 
       Cursing at them and warning that I’ll kill them if they ever go near her again, I watch them run away. When I turn around, people stare at me and a mature woman whimpers in the corner as if the roughhousing bothered her but I don’t care about any of them. 
 
       My eyes go to Silver and the ceiling lights seem to point to her, as if they know she’s the icing on the cake. A shaken expression stuns her features before a smile curves her mouth. It’s bashful at first but when I walk up to her, it transforms into something that warms my bones until I feel reborn and recharged as a man. 
 
       “You just defended my honor right there,” Silver breathes, lowering her lashes. “I don’t know how to thank you.” She pinches her lips. “At least let me buy you another drink.” 
 
       Another drink means spending more time with her and the more time we spend together the more dangerous it becomes. A girl like her should never spend too much time with a man like me, she might make him lose his reason, lose the little morals he has left because all he wants is to have her, even if it’s just for one night. 
 
       “No,” I rasp and my throat burns from how hard it is to force the words out, “I don’t think that would be a good idea.” 
 
       Her shoulders slump in disappointment but she nods. A song starts playing and she perks up a little as if she likes this one and suddenly I can’t leave her. I’m bombarded with images of her dancing with other men, Silver leaning her cheek into faceless men’s chests and a territorial urge rips and howls in me. 
 
       “One dance,” I snap and she twitches, spilling her drink over the back of her hand. “One dance, you and me.” When she remains motionless from the surprise, I aggressively add, “Get up now before I change my mind.” 
 
       Red colors her cheeks. “You forgot the magical word.” 
 
       “Please.” I clear my throat, holding my hand out and she barely gets the chance to put it into my palm before I yank her to me. She stumbles, gasping and I look down at her, not knowing what to do. I’ve never danced with a woman before. Men do it to indulge females and I’ve never indulged one in my life. 
 
       The song keeps playing, the epic lyrics talking about wanting to die in the arms of a lover and Silver’s gaze turns glassy. “I think you do it like this...,” she whispers, taking my hands and she puts them around her soft waist. Heat rises from my boots up to the top of my head and everything turns blurry for a moment. When she wraps her arms around my neck, I get the urge to kiss her and not stop until the world comes to an end. 
 
       I crave this. Want this, need this...and fuck, in the back of my head I realize just how risky it is to deny what you desire. When a man denies his deepest, darkest desire that’s when he’s the most dangerous...if he denies that then he’s got nothing left to lose. 
 
       “Relic, you’re supposed to move your feet,” she whispers and I realize we’re at a standstill. I’ve turned into stone as if I want to freeze time and I give a brisk nod, starting to move. “That’s it...,” she adds, biting her lip, “that’s better.” 
 
       I’m not sure what the fuck I’m doing but as long as she likes it, then I’m good. Her gaze is hooded as if she’s busy enjoying the rhythm and I can’t take my eyes off of her. I’m determined to stay away but at the same time I know I’ll never be able to leave her alone. I’ll always keep watching her, never fully pulling away the way I should. 
 
       “Hold me tighter,” Silver whispers and I pull her to me, flooding with inappropriate satisfaction when she leans her face into my chest. Other people stare at us and they think what I’m doing to her is wrong. An old guy like me should leave a young girl like her alone but I only hold her closer, until she’s practically purring and I don’t know how the hell I got so lucky. 
 
       It’s not every day a bad man gets to hold the one thing that makes life sweet in his arms and when the music stops I wince, not wanting to leave her. “I meant what I said, Silver,” I say when she looks up at me with hopeful eyes. “I’m a bad man.” 
 
       “Shut up,” she softly breathes, not wanting to hear it but I shake my head, giving her my last warning. 
 
       “You don’t want to push it. There’s only so much I can take. If you push me too far, I’ll claim you and then I’ll never let go, not even if you go down on your knees and beg me to.” I cup her neck. “Run while you still have the chance and forget about me, run and leave a bad man in the darkness that he deserves.” 
 
       Her eyes flash as if she doesn’t know what to make of this, her lower lip trembling and I leave her on the dancefloor, walking out into the drizzling rain. I gaze up at the sullen sky and her looks haunt me, my jewel, my silver star, defeater of my heart and agony rips in me and I want to bellow my pain out to the pending storm. 
 
       Stabbing my hand through my hair, I walk down the road when I sense something coming...running...for a moment my heart nearly explodes in my chest when I think its Silver but then I realize the steps are heavy, aggressive... 
 
       And then I’m jumped. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Silver 
 
      
 
    Staring after him, I try to ignore the tremble in my hands. He just walked away after making me feel as if I was the center of the universe. That man molded my emotions and I cry out for him from the depths of my womanhood, still feeling his touch around my waist, his chest brushing against my cheek and tears burn in my eyes. 
 
       I want that. I’ve never had anything like that, never been held as if I was important and respected for just being me but whatever issues Relic has, they’re too overwhelming to make him want to take a risk with me. It makes my heart ache but I’m not going to force anything and I steer my steps into the bathroom, making sure I don’t have any tear streaks on my face and my eyes fixate on the girl staring back. 
 
       There’s hope and arousal written all over me and I pinch my lip, groaning when a wave of longing washes over me. Why can’t he just give in when that’s what he wants? 
 
       Ugh! Frustrated to the nines, I clean up, walk out of the bathroom and decide to go home. Popping out of the bar, I wrap my jacket around me and make sure I don’t stumble and hurt my ankle while walking up the rocky trail. Rounding the corner, I jerk when I hear grunting down a backroad and I freeze. There are more grunts, the sound of someone in pain and I lick my lips. 
 
       When something like this happens you’re supposed to run and call the cops, but I’m not sure this is even a brawl or if someone’s just hurling from too much liquor. It doesn’t sound like a fight because somebody would try fighting back and defend themselves. Perplexed, I walk closer, hiding behind a container when what I see causes the blood to drain from my face and I go dizzy. 
 
       Relic’s lying on the ground while getting kicked by the men that harassed me earlier, the ones who whined about me looking stuck up before they made a move and then Relic threw them out. They’re back for revenge only that this time they brought knives with them. 
 
       I swallow as my heart shrinks in my chest and I want to scream at Relic to fight back. Why isn’t he fighting! I know he can but instead he’s just lying there, taking the cruelty as if he deserves it. The need to defend him burns in my chest like a fire and I cry out, “Stop it!” 
 
       Without thinking, I race toward them, lunging at the guy kicking Relic and I furiously bite into his arm. He roars in pain, pushing me off and I land on my butt on the ground, letting out a sound of discomfort. Relic who’s been numb until now reacts to the whimper, his head whipping around and when he sees me his eyes darken with fury. 
 
       Baring his teeth, he seems to flood with strength and adrenaline, his muscles rippling, jaw clenching and he lets out a growl before grabbing one of the men in a chokehold and throwing the other to the ground, planting fist after fist. 
 
       Squeezing my eyes, I pant when two more guys jump out of the bushes. Oh no...this is a hell of a waylay and I scream when I’m grabbed by the hair, my body sliding across the ground while I thrash. 
 
       Relic roars my name, running toward me, his glare deadly, his mouth grim and a man jumps on his back but he easily throws him off before punching the man trying to shove me into a car right in the face. 
 
       My eyes flare when Relic wraps his fingers around his throat, hauling him toward the edge. The edge of the cliff and I stutter, “R...Relic...?” He doesn’t hear me, his body language brimming with aggression and I’ve never seen something so lethal or something so protective. 
 
       Picking the man up, Relic ignores his pleads for mercy and ruthlessly turns him into pure mush. I’m shaking when Relic walks over to me, whimpering the closer he comes and I twitch when he strokes my temple with suddenly gentle fingers. 
 
       “Did they hurt you?” he whispers and I notice his lower lip is busted. 
 
       Shaking my head, I say, “Did they cut you? They must’ve, I saw them holding knives...” But there doesn’t seem to be any cuts on his body other than the one on his arm. My hands go to Relic and I trace his body, desperate to see if he’s really okay but it seems that he blocked any serious violence against him. 
 
       “Why did you let them hurt you like that?” I say with a broken whisper before breaking out in full on trembles. “Why?” 
 
       He bores his eyes into mine, giving me the answer. He allowed it to punish himself but why? Aggravation floods in me and I clutch his jacket, not understanding why this man is so engulfed in shadows when there’s all this power in him. Looking at his bloody face, I whimper, “You’re my hero.” 
 
       His eyes shudder as if the words bring him peace and he rasps, “I’m not a hero.” 
 
       “Yes, you are!” I cry and gasp when he yanks me to him. 
 
       “I tried to be good,” he grits between his teeth, “tried to leave you alone but I’m fucking done.” He clasps my cheeks and I flood with need. “You should’ve left while you had the chance, now I’ll kill any man who tries to love you.” 
 
       The muscles in my lower belly clench. I’ve been claimed. Claimed by a man more than twice my age, with double the life experience but my whole body sighs from relief. I belong to him now and from the look in his eyes, I know he’ll never let me go. 
 
       As resistant as he is to love, he’s no longer resistant to me. 
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    “Where did you learn to fight like that?” she whispers. “You turned those guys into dust and they were...” 
 
       “Half my age,” I finish and she gulps, nodding. Lowering my hands down her back, I add, “I told you, I’m not nice.” 
 
       I shudder when her hair blows in the wind, whipping me in the face and she smells of strong chamomile flowers. She has cast a fair spell over me and now I’m hers, tranquilized and finally at peace. My hands harden around her and her flesh effortlessly gives in to my touch, and I recognized what she was the moment I saw her. She’s a Scotch mist, a thing hard to find and a thing I didn’t think existed. How I would’ve roamed the earth for her, turned every rock and chopped down every tree for a glance at her soft cheek and ladylike lips. 
 
       And now I finally have her. 
 
       “Silver,” I whisper softly, stroking her and petting her as if she’s a cat snuggling up on my chest. “You need to stop with the shaking or you’ll make me worried.” 
 
       “I can’t,” she replies, “can’t control it. It’s all that adrenaline.” 
 
       What she needs is a distraction and I hold her tighter. “A kiss,” I rasp and her indigo eyes flare, “a kiss to calm you down.” Tilting her face up, I press my lips against hers and she lets out a small moan, her knees bucking and she sags against my chest. My tongue penetrates her soft petals, licking her tongue and I coax more laps from her, pushing my thigh between her legs and she melts down on me when her slick heat rubs against my muscles. 
 
      
 
       The kiss hardens, turning violently frantic and she cries out in feminine panic, the sound causing an owl to hoo gloomily from deep inside the woods. Silver tilts her head back, her eyes hooded and her hands twisted in my hair. 
 
       “Who are you really, big guy?” she whispers and she looks down, clasping my wrists. “What do these tattoos on your hands stand for, what do they mean?” 
 
       “You really want to know?” I say and she hesitantly nods. A muscle ticks in my jaw and I reply, “They stand for the Nordic Mafia.” 
 
       I’m thinking she’ll freak out a little bit, ask me to explain further because most people haven’t heard about us but her reaction is one I didn’t expect. Eyes flaring, she suddenly shoves me away from her and starts backing. 
 
       “No, I was supposed to stay away from you,” she pants and there’s panic on her face, “not you guys again, not you...” 
 
       Brows frowning at her incoherent mumbling, I take a step closer and she twitches, letting out a yelp and I snatch her to me but she cries out, “Let me go! I’m sorry I pushed you, I didn’t know who you were, now please let me go...” 
 
       Looking down at her, I rasp, “Too late. You’re already mine and there’s nothing you can do about it.” 
 
       She stares at me in terror. “Oh shit...,” she pants, jaw slacking and she lets out a gasp before her head bobs and she passes out, going limp in my arms and I let out a soft growl. 
 
       “Hey...,” I snarl, gently shaking her but her throat just arches, her limbs feeling heavy like sand and she’s totally lifeless. She didn’t pass out when she almost got kidnapped by those fuckers but she passes out when I tell her I’m a mobster and annoyance flares in me. 
 
       Calling her name, I shake her again but she’s unresponsive and I lean my cheek against hers, murmuring that I’ll take care of her and that she has nothing to fear. Scooping her up, I bring her over to my car, putting her down on the seat and her legs fall apart, head tilting to the side. 
 
       Between her lips, she whispers deliriously, “Not you, not you...” It’s like a mantra but I ignore her plea and sit behind the wheel. She’s coming home with me and in my home she’ll stay. I live in an out of function lighthouse by the cliffs, and deal with packages that need to be put on the ships, transported and distributed. If anyone comes around, putting their nose where it doesn’t belong and asking too many questions then I deal with them too. 
 
       Turning the engine, I glance at Silver and with all that hair tumbling down her shoulders, she reminds me of a caught mermaid. She’s in my net now and I’ll never set her free. 
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    Groaning, I grapple for my consciousness as the events from earlier wash over me, the fighting, the rescue...the moment when Relic told me who he is. Eyes flaring, I stare up at a high ceiling of what looks like a lighthouse and I’m lying in a narrow bed pushed up against the wall. I tense in alarm when I realize there’s tightness around my wrists and I jerk but nothing happens. I’m tied to the bedposts! 
 
       Thrashing, I cry out in fear, worming around on the sheets when Relic’s concerned face transforms above me. “Easy...,” he shushes, sitting down on the edge, “I had to tie you up. You lashed so badly in your sleep, you accidentally scratched yourself.” He nods at my upper arm and I notice the thin scratch but breathe out when his hands go to the ropes and he releases me. 
 
       “How long was I passed out?” I whisper and worry flashes in his eyes. 
 
       “Less than half an hour or so...” He strokes my hair but I flinch and he clenches his fist, his mouth thinning. “That scared of me now, are you? Because I’m a mobster?” 
 
       When I nod, he lets out a curse and I whimper, “Are you going to hurt me?” 
 
       “Hurt you?” he growls as if appalled and his profile turns stern. “I’d rather throw myself off the cliffs than hurt you...” Cursing again, he stands up and his shoulders are hard and angry. “Hurt you...,” he says as if it’s unimaginable to him and I can’t help but relax. 
 
       “Had I known you were dangerous I would’ve...” I begin but he cuts me off. 
 
       “Stayed away from me.” He shoves his hands into his pockets. “I got that. You have anything against mobsters in general or just the Nordic’s?” 
 
       Blood drains from my face and I lie, squeaking, “Mobsters in general.” 
 
       He gives a curt nod as if he understands but he’s still not happy and I’m struck by a bizarre need to make him happy, despite the anxiety. Whoever this man is, there’s still a need in me to be deeply penetrated by him, body, heart... Maybe it’s the roughness, the protectiveness, the maturity...whatever it is I crave it the way a sugar addict craves the pearly powder. And whatever it is that tortures Relic so much, I want to be the one who saves him from his despair.  
 
       Once there was a man that I tried to save but it was useless, he didn’t want to be rescued but Relic’s different. There’s actual goodness in him and I drag an inhale when my eyes go to the muscles playing beneath his navy blue sweater. 
 
       Does he expect me to stay the night or did he just bring me here because I was knocked out and he couldn’t leave me? 
 
       I’m about to ask when there’s a large thump on the roof and I jolt. “What was that?” I cry, “that sounded as if a giant bird just landed.” 
 
       The corners of Relic’s mouth curve and he rasps. “It’s the wind, it’s picking up in force and it can get frisky here around the sea.” His face turns determined. “Silver you’re not going anywhere, if that’s what you were thinking.” 
 
       “But...” 
 
       “I’m tired after everything that happened, the car’s low on gas and the gas station closed. You’ll have to wait until morning, princess.” 
 
       He’s not telling the truth. Relic’s not tired at all, there’s enough strength in him to rip out this lighthouse from the ground and I put my chin on top of my pulled up knees. “Will you drive me back home tomorrow then?” To my surprise he doesn’t respond, just shrugs and I feel some unease lick my chest. “Am I being held captive?” 
 
       Relic throws me a displeased glance. “Don’t make me the villain when I don’t want to be, when I try really hard not to be.” 
 
       “Okay,” I breathe, “fair enough...” I won’t make him the villain then and I look around. As beautiful as this place is in its nautical simplicity, it also feels haunted...but by what I don’t know...maybe a memory, a memory that’s still so fresh that time hasn’t been able to erase it. I know all about those kinds of memories and I bite my lip. “How long have you lived here?” 
 
       “Thirteen more years or so,” Relic replies, bending down and picking up logs that he throws into the fire. “I lived in the city before that.” 
 
       “Why did you move here?” 
 
       He pokes the logs to get the fire to sizzle. “I craved the peace, the tranquility.” 
 
       “Peace from what?” 
 
       “My past,” he grinds as if he doesn’t want to talk about it and I shift. “You sure ask a lot of questions, little girl.” 
 
       Cheeks heating, I lower my gaze. I’m not trying to snoop but I do need to know more about him and something in the back of my mind is pushing me to find out more and more, though Relic doesn’t exactly seem keen on spilling his heart out. He’s a quiet man, a strong man, the kind who could break every bone in his body and still pretend everything’s just fine. 
 
       I’ve always needed a male like that in my life. One who almost seems...indestructible and I drag a deep breath when I feel that lick of arousal again. He’s a mobster but maybe I deep down want to be touched by one, be held by danger while it whispers in my ear that it’s perfectly safe. “I don’t know how you did it,” I whisper and he doesn’t look at me but I know he’s listening. “They beat you so much and yet you still managed to reach me, still managed to save me...” 
 
       “That’s right.” His big body shudders and he closes his eyes for a moment and when he looks at me there’s so much masculine might in his gaze I almost tear up. “No matter how scarred, no matter how bloody, I’ll always find my way to you,” he rasps and I go lightheaded at the fierceness of his tone. 
 
       “Promise,” I pant and he puts a hand over his heart as if taking an oath, nodding. 
 
       “I promise.” 
 
       He gives me a long glance, his eyes moving down my body and I feel made for him. It makes me shudder and I rub my hands down my arms before whispering, “Ric, there’s still blood on your face.” 
 
       Jerking, his big palms go to his face and he paws himself in a lot less gentle way than I would’ve before frowning. He shakes his head. “Been so preoccupied with you, I forgot to wash off.” Walking over to his kitchen sink, he turns on the water and splashes himself in the face. Then he lets out a curse, noticing he needs to take care of that cut on his arm from the knife. 
 
       “It’s not infected is it?” I ask in a worried tone and when he looks at me there’s so much gratitude that I fall back on the pillows, faded, dazed and utterly smitten and he lets out a soft growl. That simple question elicited so much appreciation from him and I flood with emotions. “Has nobody ever cared for you?” 
 
       My voice is so delicate it sounds as if I’m speaking to him from the clouds and his lids lower, his reply free from any self-pity. “No.” 
 
       I drag for an inhale as my heart yanks in my chest. “Let me help you with that...” 
 
       “You sit that sassy ass back down,” he snaps. “I don’t want you anywhere near this gore or you’ll piss me off.” 
 
       “But why?” I cry out, not understanding his aversion to assistance and he sits on a stool by the fire. 
 
       “I can handle my own shit, Silver,” he grunts. “Besides, you’re too young to be looking at this stuff, can’t have you fainting again.” 
 
       A flash of embarrassment washes over me because I’m usually not the kind who gives out that easily but the revelation of who he is did a number on me. Out of all the people he could be, he ends up being one of them. I mean what if he’s...? No, that’s not possible. 
 
       Forcing myself to get a grip, I focus on Relic again but maybe I shouldn’t have because he’s taken his shirt off. The temperature in the room seems to rise and I hold down a sob when I notice the runes on his back, chest and shredded stomach. Oh, he’s definitely one of them...there’s no doubt about that. His head is lowered, his eyes busy with paying attention to clean the cut and I take my chances. Sliding out of the bed, I soundlessly cross the floor until I’m behind him. 
 
       Shadows from the fire play all over him and I inhale, grabbing a washcloth to help him but when I try, he angrily brushes my hand off. Stubborn, old man! Why won’t he accept even a tiny dose of healthy attention? 
 
       “Does it hurt?” I ask. 
 
       “I’ve had a lot worse,” he grunts and I wince at the response but luckily he doesn’t notice. “Besides, having you around is a hell of a painkiller.” 
 
       Wringing my hands, I whisper, “But I’m not doing anything.” 
 
       “You’re breathing,” he rasps. “You’re here, by my side, a young girl not shying away from someone like me...,you’ve no idea how often I count my blessings now that you’re here.” 
 
       Those emotions of mine start racing again and I tentatively put a hand on his strong shoulder. He shudders a little underneath my palm and I marvel at his spectacular strength. Men kill themselves in the gym to gain what he has, inject themselves with steroids to come close to even half the man that Relic is and while I have sympathy for their efforts, I understand it’s nothing one can fake. 
 
       It’s natural and has to come from within, has to come from someone who has the heart of a soldier. My gaze goes from admiring his muscles and down to a tattoo on his forearm. Unlike the other ones it’s not a rune and it spells a name. 
 
       “Who’s Heidi?” I whisper and he freezes up. 
 
       “Nobody,” he says in a gruff tone, pulling the sleeve down but my heart’s pounding. 
 
       “Is it your wife, your daughter...?” 
 
       “There’s no woman in my life.” 
 
       That rapid heartbeat in my chest eases but I keep pushing him even though I can see the distress rising in him. For whatever reason, he hates talking about this but I don’t know when to stop. “Please, tell me...,” I urge but he lets out a growl and a curse, grabbing the rubbing alcohol and throws it into the fire. The flames blow up, scaring me and I let out a scream, running for the door. Yanking it open, I gasp when I’m hit in the face by a blast so forceful it feels like being whipped. Just as fast, the door slams and Relic presses up behind me, breathing raggedly. 
 
       “Don’t go out there,” he pleads, his voice full of desperate regret and I feel his breath on my nape. “I didn’t mean to lose control around you. I’ll never lose control like that ever again.” 
 
       “Ric, maybe I s...should...,” I stutter, turning limp when I feel his length grow against my thigh. 
 
       His voice turns urgent, lowering into a whisper. “There’s nothing but woods and sharp cliffs around here. If you go out there in this weather, the fay will mistake you for one of their own.” He twirls a strand of my hair between his fingers and my body goes soft when his hands slide down my hips, stimulating me and coaxing me until I want to lean my head back and drop into him. 
 
       This man...this hard-ass mobster, thinks I look like the fay... 
 
       “And I’ll kill anything trying to take you away from me, natural or supernatural,” he adds and my knees buck when he turns me around and his eyes bore into mine. 
 
       I nod, not protesting and he leads me back to the bed, his eyes keeping me chained and I crawl beneath the covers while he follows my every move. Once I’m helplessly lying there, he yanks his pants down until he’s standing only in his boxers and my gaze darts. Holy moly...there’s unabashed desire in his eyes and this is a man who knows what he wants. 
 
       “You take any issue with me getting into that bed with you?” he rasps and I shake my head, even though one of my worst fears is sleeping with a mobster next to me. 
 
       “Are you going to make love to me?” I whimper. 
 
       “Not just yet,” he grunts with burning eyes, “but I’m a mature man, Silver which means I don’t fuck around the way youngsters do, and if I ever catch you with another man draped over that bolt from the blue body of yours, I’ll make you watch when I kill him.” 
 
       I gulp. “I understand.” 
 
       “Good,” he replies, pulling me to his naked chest and my breasts go heavy underneath my flimsy dress at the feel of him. My eyes shudder, limbs trembling and he smells of salt air and sultry, teenage girl dreams. Relic’s the kind of man I fantasize about, until my body swells the way hungry soil swells from penetrating rain. Burying my face against his chest, I close my eyes, realizing that cozying up to a made man isn’t half as bad as I had thought. 
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    I haven’t been able to get any sleep because my little bedmate keeps tossing and turning. Her hair scratches my face each time she moves, her lush curves hitting against me until I’m slowly driven mad. Wrapping my arms around her, I pull her to me, letting her face rest in the nook of my throat but her eyes flutter, her skin dampening with perspiration and I wonder what’s gotten her so worked up. 
 
       Swollen lips popping open, she pants, “Daddy...no...” 
 
       My brows curve over my eyes. Is she having a nightmare about her father? Clutching her to me, I whisper that everything will be alright but she’s frenetic, her heart beating against mine as if she’s running to save someone in her sleep. A sense of powerlessness washes over me and I don’t like it one bit. I’m used to being in control and I gently nudge her. 
 
       “Wake up, Silver.” 
 
       Her head frantically thrashes on the pillow. “Daddy...?” 
 
       “It’s not daddy, its Ric and I need you to wake up for me.”  
 
       Flinching, her eyes flare and she lets out a pant, her chest heaving and she digs her nails into the sheets. “Help me,” she pleads with flaring eyes, her body tightening with tension and she barely reacts when I try to soothe her. She looks around as if disoriented and hasn’t yet realized it’s a dream and I stroke a hand down her arm. 
 
       “Silver, you need to calm down,” I say in a low tone but she fidgets, her hair plastering against her face from sweat and I let out a curse. If she’s not calming down, I’m not calming down and I tilt her face my way, pressing my lips against hers and finally she weakly moans. At least the kiss seems to have an effect on her and I pull her down, freeing her from her underwear before pawing her between her legs. The response from her is immediate, her thighs falling open as she gets ready for me, heat building up in her and erasing the nightmare. 
 
       “Let Relic comfort you,” I whisper, cupping myself, smoothly sliding inside her warmth and her whole body tenses before easing. “Better?” I groan, burying my face in the back of her neck as she ticks and pulses all around me. 
 
       “B...better,” she whimpers. 
 
       “I’ll give you a moment to get used to me.” 
 
       She nods appreciatively, her breaths echoing in our small space and the nasty weather thrashes outside. Only one candle glows by the window, allowing me to see the little cues on her face whether she’s enjoying herself or not but it seems that she is. Putting my hands on her hips, I start moving and she cries out at the first real thrust and I feel like a captain steering his ship for the first time and my heart clenches from euphoria. Things don’t get this good for men like me, but I must’ve done something right to obtain her. 
 
       In my arms, she feels like liquid and I want to be rough with her, give her my all but even the slightest motion is too much for her, forcing my hips to move in a slow rhythm, my cock massaging her insides until her body exotically snaps and arches and I slowly lose my mind. She’s so damn young, her skin buttery soft, her scent fresh as an ice cold morning and my eyes squeeze from how wonderful she feels. 
 
       “What did I do,” I groan, holding her tighter, “what did I do to deserve you?” She’s unable to respond but moans and I move my hand around to flick her little pearl and she sharply cries out as if she wasn’t expecting that. Beginning to tremble, she pushes back with her ass, wriggling around and I nearly explode. When she puts her hands on her breasts and starts playing with them, I squeeze my eyes, thinking I must’ve died and reincarnated as the luckiest man on the planet. 
 
       Her dainty fingers roll her nipples around until they pucker and I keep stroking her seam while pushing into her from behind and we slowly fall into a rhythm. Our bodies move and coil, our breaths rising until she lets out pathetic little gasps that cut straight into my heart. 
 
       “Fuck Silver, if only you knew what a comfort you are to an old man,” I groan, rubbing up against her young body and her skin turns feverish and this feels so damn addictive. I don’t even know how I was able to live without her anymore. 
 
       “Can I come, Ric?” she gasps and I shudder. “I think I’d like to come.” 
 
       Growling in approval because I can barely control myself over here, I increase the stimulation, kissing and fucking and grinding until her body turns into an instrument of pure pleasure and she blows off. Biting into the pillow, she screams out her orgasm while I explode until stars dance behind my eyes. “That was amazing,” I groan and she blushes. “You were such a good girl, you know that?” 
 
       Her lids lower. “What a compliment coming from you. You must’ve had many lovers.” 
 
       I look away at the embarrassing question before slowly shaking my head. “Never...I’ve never...” 
 
       “This was your first time?” she asks, looking at me in shock and she gets up on her elbow. “But why...,” she trails off, “are women another thing you deny yourself?” 
 
       In response, I give a curt nod and she shivers, putting her head on my chest. “Then it’s a good thing we found each other.” 
 
       My heart squeezes from knowing we’re on the same page and I stroke her hair. “In your sleep...you were crying out for your daddy...?” 
 
       She curls up, shaking her head. “I don’t want to talk about it, not when I’m this happy and relaxed. He wasn’t a decent man.” A smile curves her mouth before she looks up at me with admiration. “And he was nothing like you.” 
 
       Slowly exhaling through my teeth, I decide not to argue. If this little thing insists on thinking the highest good of me, then I’m not going to stop her. “You know you’re mine now,” I whisper in her ear, “and one day you’ll have to show me the entry to your heart.” 
 
       Her head moves in a dutiful nod even though she doesn’t know what she’s agreeing to. She may be willing to show me the entrance but that doesn’t mean she won’t kick me out...the moment she finds out what I’ve done. But I don’t want to think about that now and I groan, “Silver?” When she hums in response, I rasp, “Beard’s feeling a bit dry, sweetheart.” 
 
       “Huh?” she whispers in confusion and I grin, before scooching and putting my face between her legs and I let out a chuckle, when she cries, “Oh no, you’re going to make me wet it...?” 
 
       “Damn right,” I groan, licking my lips. “Now lay still.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Silver 
 
      
 
    “The storm’s still raging,” Silver says and she sounds excited, her nose plastered up against my window. “And look at those waves, don’t you ever get scared living this close to the sea?” 
 
       “Shaking in my bootstrap, every day,” I reply, chuckling and I rummage around a drawer, searching for my pipe. Finding it, I add some tobacco before lighting up and I throw Silver a glance. “You mind? Wouldn’t want to bother those little lungs.” 
 
       “Go ahead,” she shrugs, looking around my place and while it’s not much, I do have the means to spoil her for the rest of her life. Just don’t like spoiling myself that’s all and I sit down in a chair by the unlit fire. Silver pales when she finds my collection of weapons but doesn’t say anything and then she carefully peeks at me. “Hey Ric...is it really true you listen to my show?” 
 
       Nodding my head, I reply, “All the time.” I press the radio and a recording of her voice flares in the room. Her eyes widen before she laughs, 
 
       “You’re so old fashioned...I love that.” 
 
       My heart sinks at the sound of her laughter and it warms my bones in the same way blocking the wind does. I love having her here, her sparkling face, her robust body and healthy and youthful energy feels like a blast from the sky. Those thundering thighs of hers will be the death of me and that laughter lifts my spirits until I want her to bear the children, I yet don’t have. 
 
       “Do you ever miss the city?” she asks and seems surprised when I shrug. “You do? I assumed you found it peaceful here.” 
 
       “It is peaceful,” I reply and I’m not sure how she’ll react to this but I add, “I miss my brother’s, miss being with them at the compound, boozing, drinking, cursing...” I drag a hand down my face, stopping my story when I catch Silver looking hesitant. 
 
       Tensing, I murmur, “They’re good guys, girl. Loyal as hell and willing to risk their lives for anyone they love.” 
 
       Wrapping her arms around her waist, she nods, “If you say so.” She walks over to me. “If you call a rake a spade, then it’s a spade.” Biting her lip, she hooks her finger beneath my sleeve before gently pulling. 
 
       I allow it, wondering what she’s up to when Heidi comes into view and she starts stroking it with her fingertips. The letters are a bit faded, since it’s been years that I had them inked but it may as well have been yesterday. Shuddering from both how good and bad it feels having her touch it, I search for her eyes but she’s not looking at me. “I’ve never really liked that name,” she murmurs, almost absently and I tense a little. 
 
       “Ah...I do. I think it’s lovely.” Pulling down my sweater, I avert my gaze and Silver does a deep inhale. 
 
       “I wish you’d let me in,” she murmurs, a tinge of frustration in her voice and I blow out smoke. It distracts her and she lets out a snigger when I create a circle and she immediately bursts it. “Sorry, couldn’t help it.” 
 
       “You’re already bursting my heart, might as well burst everything else.” 
 
       Her lids lower, cheeks tinting and a look of pride flashes in her eyes. “Someone like you doesn’t open up that easily, does he?” When I nod, she lowers her voice, whispering, “I can tell the past has hurt you and I just want to...” 
 
       “If you want to help then how about you give an old man a lap dance?” I interrupt, leaning back and she gasps. Her eyes zone in on mine, her lower lip doing a little shudder before she nods. 
 
       “If a lap dance is what my man wants then a lap dance is what he shall get,” she says with a determined jerk to her chin. From the way she looks into my eyes, I get the feeling there’s nothing she wouldn’t do for me. 
 
       “Atta girl,” I groan in approval, slapping my knee and excitement flares in my veins. There are no neighbors around, nobody’s able to look through the small windows. It’s just me and her and her face shines from delight, eyes glittering and I’m too scared to blink in case I miss anything. Reaching out, I turn on the radio and a slow song but with a good enough beat starts playing. A smile curves her mouth as if she likes it and she starts moving around, rolling her hips until I forget all about the tobacco and I’m forced to put the pipe down. 
 
       Her whole body jiggles with the slightest step because that’s just how she’s made and it drives me senseless to watch her curves snake beneath the fabric of her dress. Everything about her is touchable, squeezable and my fists clench. Spreading my knees apart, I invite her to come closer and she does, her legs brushing against mine and she’s panting a little. Sliding her hands up her throat, she runs them through her hair and all that silver falls over both of us. 
 
       “Trying to kill me over here?” I groan because her girlish beauty can be too much sometimes and she shakes her head. 
 
       “Only following orders, Ric,” she bites her lip, ”but I can go slower.” She starts moving slower, the moves excruciatingly carnal and combined with that sweet face of hers, I almost croak from the perfection. 
 
       “You sure know how to give a geezer a good time,” I grit in delirium between my teeth and she gasps, 
 
       “Just trying my best over here...” She strokes a hand between her thighs, pressing her mouth against mine and I can’t take it anymore. 
 
       “Damn, you make me feel like a drunkard every time your lips touch mine.” I groan, clasping her budding tits in my big palms, watching them spill over my fingers. The way she flushes bewilders me and I lose sense and logic. “Do me,” I growl, yanking her into my lap and she lets out an abandoned moan. 
 
       “Yes Ric...anything...,” she fiddles, trying to get our bodies to join and I wrap my hand around her hair, looking her deep in her eyes and it becomes obvious to me. Silver can never find out the truth. If she does she won’t ever love me and when our lips meet, I get the sense that I don’t just crave her love. 
 
       I’ll die without it. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    8. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Silver 
 
      
 
    Sunday evening and the storm’s slowly settling. My weekend at Relic’s is almost over and I got work tomorrow, but we’ve already decided that I’m moving in. Putting up a small painting I found in a box in the corner, I polish it with my sleeve and take a step back to admire it. This place is already getting a bit more color but it still feels haunted and it can’t stay that way if I’m supposed to live here. 
 
       I throw a glance at Relic who’s doing some paperwork by the kitchen table and I swallow nervously. Jumping up on the kitchen counter, I wrap Relic’s shirt tighter around me and he throws a greedy glance at my dangling legs but I don’t encourage him because things need to be sorted out between us. Though I do look forward to us making love again because the man’s a machine, the resilience, the stamina...he can go on forever. 
 
       “When I was a kid,” I begin, dragging a breath and he raises a brow, “we lived in a pretty nice area but it was just my dad and me and things weren’t that great between us.” Relic throws me a grave stare and I add in a low tone, “He would come home really late at night, bringing strange men over and forgetting I was in the room next door.” 
 
       “Silver...,” Relic says in a saddened tone and I shrug. 
 
       “The neighborhood kids didn’t like him. He was pretty shady and the kind that made toddlers cry if he just looked at them.” I pinch my lips. “He died years ago...” I trail off, pulling my sleeves further down my arms and throw him a careful glance. 
 
       He nods, his gaze clear with compassion and he murmurs, “Thank you for telling me.” 
 
       That’s it? I let out an impatient sigh. “Ric, haven’t you ever heard of quid pro quo? I tell you about my past, now you have to tell me yours.” 
 
       “I’m not much for rules, little girl,” he mutters, returning to his papers. “You should know that by now.” 
 
       “Well, I’m not into secrets, big guy,” I pout and his shoulders move in a shrug. 
 
       “You are when they’re mine. They’re too fucked up to tell.” 
 
       “There’s no way they can be that bad.” Beginning to grow nervous because I’m imagining all kinds of scenarios now, I ask, “Why do you have to be such a stiff upper lip?” 
 
       His head whips my way, his eyes narrowing. “You ever feel that restlessness inside of you, Silver,” he asks, “that restlessness crying out to be held by your other half, because I sure fucking feel it.” He heatedly points at his chest. “I need you to love me one day and if I tell you the truth that damn day will never come.” 
 
       Gulping, I breathe, “How can I ever truly love you if you remain a stranger?” 
 
       Relic flinches as if I just slapped him and he hangs with his head. I want to go over and wrap my arms around him and tell him everything will be okay but I can’t do that right now. I need to know. 
 
       “Who’s Heidi?” I whisper and his lids shudder with pain. Leaning back, he rubs his eyes and I want to hug him and never let go. 
 
       “Heidi was a kid who used to live years ago.” 
 
       Used to live? My heart clenches and I feel guilty for pushing him to do this but I still nod for him to continue. 
 
       “It happened one stormy night, similar to this one. I was going over to a man’s house to talk to him about one of our businesses, the bookkeeping was off and we suspected he’d been scamming us.” He drags a hand down his face. “I’d brought one of our new recruits with me, a rookie which later on turned out to be a mistake.” 
 
       “How come?” I whisper and Relic turns white in the face as suppressed emotions come to the surface. 
 
       “When I pressured the man about the books, he began talking back and then things got physical. He attacked me and I pulled out my gun and well...finished him.” Relic leans forward, dragging a pained breath. “What we didn’t know was that he had a little daughter. She came out from her room, wondering what was going on and she caught the rookie off guard.” 
 
       “No,” I pant, close to hyperventilating now and Relic nods. 
 
       “He shot her. I picked her up and ran with her in my arms to the hospital but they couldn’t save her.” He tenses before raising a hand, swiping it across the table until papers fly everywhere, croaking, “They couldn’t save her.” 
 
       Tears stream down my eyes, my arms reaching out for him when he lets out a curse and storms out. “Ric, don’t go!” I cry, running after him and I gasp when I catch him by the edge of the cliff, staring out over the sea and the wind is so furious, I struggle to get to him. I put a hand on his shoulder but he shrugs it off as if he doesn’t want his pain soothed. 
 
       “They couldn’t save her and it was all my fault,” he rasps, his eyes distant and glassy but I clutch him and shake him. 
 
       “Listen! That kid...that’s me,” I press my face closer to his, “I’m Heidi. Heidi Silverton!” 
 
       His eyes glaze over as if I’ve lost my mind and I lick my lips. “The hospital told you I was dead because of my father’s involvement with the Nordic’s. They thought you all would come after me too and I was smuggled from the hospital by cops. I lived under witness protection until a couple of years ago when they figured the coast was clear.” 
 
       Relic grinds his teeth before his jaw slacks and I shake him again. “I’m Heidi, dammit, do you hear me? You didn’t hurt her. I survived and I’m standing right here.” 
 
       Clasping my shoulders in a frantic grip, he growls, “Are you really telling the truth?” 
 
       “Yes!” 
 
       “Can’t be...,” he murmurs in confusion, “this can’t be real...” 
 
       “It is real! Please, you have to believe me.” I yank my shirt to the side, showing the bullet wound close to my collarbone but the scar’s so faded it’s barely visible. “It’s me, Ric! It’s me.” 
 
       “If that’s true then...” 
 
       “The past was a lie,” I whisper and he gets a rabid look in his eyes that has me whimpering. Tugging him to me, I smash my lips against his and he groans, his heart running like a train beneath my palm and he clutches me until my whole body goes soft, his hands fisting my hair possessively and with a need so deep I almost pass out. 
 
       “Forgive me,” he groans and I moan, 
 
       “There’s nothing to forgive. You saved the world from a bad man and you saved my life.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    9. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Relic 
 
      
 
    My strength ebbs and I want to crumble by her feet. Letting out a roar, I pull her to me and bellow out the agony I felt throughout all these years. She trembles in my arms, bursting into tears before she tugs at my hair and slants her lips across mine. “Then you will love me,” I growl, shaking her and I bore my eyes into hers. “Love me!” 
 
       “I do, Relic,” she pants, “I do love you. I’m proud and honored to be your girl.” 
 
       Eyes rolling back in my head, I drop down to the ground, pulling her on top of me and with a frantic expression on her face she straddles me, her feminine powers restoring me and I’m a man conquered. Undoing my belt, she strokes my cock and all reason leaves... that grip of hers...fuck, that grip is everything and she runs her fist up and down, kissing my chest and sprinkling her adoration all over me and my shaft. She licks the tip, swirling her tongue around and I fist her hair. 
 
       “Silver...?” I pant. 
 
       Her eyes flash like my lighthouse used to once upon a time, a smile curving her lips, “You need to release some steam, old man,” she returns to lovingly lap at me, “we both know you sure as hell need it.” 
 
       Groaning, I nod in agreement, guiding her head and it’s so damn good when she spoils me like this and I try not to thrust too forcefully even though I badly need to. Unable to take much more without erupting, I put my hand under her knees, tossing her on her back and get on top of her. 
 
       As I do, my length slaps against her heat, her core hitting upward at the same time and I shudder with desire. With her hands on my shoulders, she automatically starts undulating her hips, craving this and I pin her wrists over her head, ripping my shirt off her body. Her eyes turn glassy, her breasts heaving and the tips turn wet from the rain and I lick the drops off of her, rocking against her with my hips until her moans rise to the sky. 
 
       “Does it ache, Silver?” I whisper and she lets out an agonized cry. 
 
       “Yes! Make it go away.” 
 
       “I’ll make it go away,” I promise. We both chase for that release and I thrust, hitting deeper and she fits me like a damn glove and I grunt, growl and snarl while the storm rips all around us. She’s so ready for me, drenching me and clenching for more of me, wanting me to mount her more and more and she triggers me. Triggers every deep instinct in me that says maim and kill anyone who tries to take her from me. “You’re so little,” I grunt, “so small...,” but she’s needy enough for more inches and I give it to her bit by bit, causing her to grow wetter until she’s practically frantic and she tears at my hair. 
 
       “So much possession in your eyes,” she pants, an almost pained expression crossing her face when I thrust harder. “Promise you’ll always look at me like that.” 
 
       “Always,” I groan in a rough voice, ecstatic that she wants me to never let her go and I’m so fucking happy we’re on the same page. Easier that way and she clenches my muscles, hanging tight onto my biceps as I drive into her over and over. She spurs me for more, arching her back and snapping her hips and I cup her ass, wrenching her down my length. 
 
       “Relic!” she cries out, biting into my shoulder so hard she’ll leave marks and her whole body flushes against mine as she takes me deep and its borderline brutal, everything becoming too much, the soft feel of her, the scorching heat between her legs, her lips and her breast slick against my chest. I mindlessly rut her, grunting and groaning, exhausting her and when we both come, it once more feels like the first time. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “We were crazy for doing this outside in this weather,” Silver pants. “Considering how hard you thrusted, I’m surprised we didn’t fall off the edge.” She clasps my face in her hands and her eyes stir from emotions. “I can’t believe you’re my old savior.” 
 
       Her hands slide down my chest. “I remember all the dolls, the crayons and the plushy unicorns waiting for me when I woke up in the hospital. They didn’t tell me who they were from but it was you wasn’t it?” 
 
       I nod and I’m surprised she still remembers that. “They wouldn’t allow me to visit you and I don’t blame them.” 
 
       “But I do,” Silver says, “they treated you as if you were some kind of monster when you were the opposite.” She squeezes my shoulders. “I’m so happy our paths crossed again.” 
 
       She can’t be happier than me and it feels as if a boulder has been lifted off my chest. My lonely, sleepless nights are finally fucking over and from now on they’ll be coated in silver. Not only had Silver slowly begun bringing me back to life but when she told me who she was...that was the nail in the coffin and I’m still in disbelief but there’s no doubt it’s her. 
 
       Eyes growing wet in the corners she whispers, “I remember how much it rained, how tightly you held me to your chest and how much fear there was in your eyes.” A small smile tugs at her lips. “Didn’t you even almost slip once on our way to the hospital?” 
 
       “Yeah,” I rasp, stroking her hair, “on a beer can some idiot had tossed to the side.” 
 
       Silver sniggers. “You cursed so bad, I’d never heard a man curse that bad before.” 
 
       “Sorry bout that,” I say with a grin and tug of guilt but she shakes her head. 
 
       “I looked for males like you when I grew up, men who were bad-tempered, unafraid and with a bit of an edge.” She inhales. “I was always left cold and disappointed, never found anyone that could measure up to you.” 
 
       “Made that big of an impression did I?” I say and she nods. 
 
       “They’re all sissies compared to you, Ric,” she breathes, “all of them.” She bites her lip. “You’ve changed me...,” her voice stutters a little, “you’ve made me trust men again.” 
 
       “You’ve changed me too,” I rasp, nodding at the cliffs. “See those rocks over there? They’re reshaped every century or so by the forces of nature, it happens seamlessly and elegantly as if in a dream. That’s what you’ve done to me, my girl.” I nuzzle her, whispering, “You’ve reshaped a stubborn, old man.” 
 
       A tear slides down her face. “Oh Ric!” she cries out, clutching me and I let out a groan before our lips meet in a kiss. And there she is... my midwinter and my love for her will go on even in the cold, even in the dark. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Silver-three months later 
 
      
 
    When the last of the music dies out, I switch off the lights and hurry out of my workplace. A wide grin crosses my face when I see Relic, leaning against his car with his arms over his chest and there’s so much shimmer in his eyes that I barely remember the tortured man he used to be and he chuckles. I squeal, throwing myself at him and he spins me around a couple of times before putting me down and his eyes bore into mine. 
 
        “Had a good day?” he asks and I shrug. 
 
       “It was alright but I counted the minutes until I could be with you.” I stroke a strand of my hair out of my face. “How was your day?” 
 
       “Same old, same old,” he replies and I don’t really know much about what he does, only that it involves packages and ships but I’m relieved he doesn’t work out on the streets and risking his life every day. 
 
       “Can we keep the windows down?” I ask, jumping into the car and he nods. “Woohoo!” I howl and he grins. 
 
       He has refused to keep the windows down for weeks now ever since the time when I stuck my head out and almost crashed a mailbox. Relic isn’t exactly fond of the idea of me walking around with a concussion. We drive up the road and I’ve never felt more alive than after meeting him. He’s the man I always wanted in my life but never thought I’d had. There’s not a single mean bone in his body, and the guy’s nothing but rightness which means that every night that I fall asleep on his chest, I fall asleep with a smile. 
 
       I’ve finally found my peace. And so has he. Fate brought us together and fate will keep us together, no matter what anyone thinks or says. 
 
       We drive past a small neighborhood that’s on the way to our place and a middle-aged woman’s outside, watering her petunias. I flash a sweet smile, waving and she automatically waves back but when she recognizes me, she pinches her lip as if to say she doesn’t approve. 
 
       Oh well...few people do around here. Not that anyone would dare say anything or they’d have to deal with Relic and he can be pretty intimidating when he wants to be but there’s definitely been some chatting here and there. What’s a nineteen year old doing with a forty-four year old? It’s that type of stuff and they lay it on thick with the judgment but they don’t know our story and they don’t know our love. Only we do and to us it’s not taboo or wrong, it’s so freaking right that we both feel it with every cell in our bodies. 
 
       Glancing at Relic, I grin when I feel a shiver down my spine from how good looking he is; fierce, coarse, grumpy and the biggest marshmallow deep down. I reach out, teasing him by trying to mess up the cornrows he gets done at the barbers every month. 
 
       “Hey, quit the shit or I’ll pull you over my knee and give that pussy a good spanking,” he grunts but his mouth’s curving and I giggle, biting my teeth and pretending to be sooo scared of him. When he doesn’t respond, I lean over and nip his lower lip with my teeth and he groans, his eyes turning glassy before he lets out a curse. “Silver...,” he warns and I lean back, flashing him my boobs and he goes googly eyed, cursing and we nearly end up in a ditch. 
 
      He manages to get control over the wheel again. “You have it coming as soon as we get home, little girl,” Relic growls and a smile crosses my face when the wind tangles my hair and he puts a possessive hand on my knee. He’s my primitive protector, my savior and the only man I’ve ever loved. Our lighthouse sparkles in the distance and I let out a sigh. Life...sometimes it turns out to be everything you dreamed of.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Relic-Five years later 
 
      
 
    We’re at the compound, Silver and I are visiting over the weekend and everyone’s gathered around the dinner table, every single made man of the mafia together with their wives and their kids. Silver sits right next to me, our son and daughter fighting over which one gets to sit in her lap until I finally grab our son and put him in mine. He looks up at me with wide eyes and tugs on my beard to get my attention. 
 
       “Daddy, is it true I’ll be strong and brave like you one day?” he asks breathlessly. 
 
       “One day,” I rasp, stroking his wavy hair. “Do you want to be like me?” 
 
       He nods, his eyes full of admiration. “You’re an action hero.” 
 
       “And mommy’s a mermaid,” our daughter coos and Silver laughs. 
 
       “I’m not but dad’s definitely a hero.” Our eyes meet and our bond hooks and sinks us like always, until we meet beneath the surface and become each other’s only source of oxygen. Never did I even in my wildest think things would turn out this good. I got the prettiest wife around and she makes me the happiest man alive every single day. 
 
       Our personal life’s blissful and the mafia’s still going strong. With each year we only get tougher and bigger and it’s all because we have the finest women waiting for us at home. None of us could have done it without them and it’s true what they say, behind every mobster is a shield maiden, a girl who’s willing to do anything for her man just like he’s willing to do everything for her. We’re invincible when we’re together, a large family that just keeps on growing and our children will further the legacy. 
 
       One pretty day, we’ll take over the whole world, working in the dark and pushing our agenda until all the power is in our hands and nobody else’s. Our women will be rewarded for standing by us the whole time and our children will enjoy the fruits of our labor. 
 
       I look up when the boss raises his glass, shouting, “To ice and shadows.” 
 
       “To death and ruin,” the rest of us reply and he clears his throat. 
 
       “And last but not least, a thank you to Ric and Silver for going at it like rabbits and expanding our fine clan.” 
 
       Silver grins, stroking a hand down her bump that’s still pretty small but we’ve been eager to announce the good news. Cheers and wolf whistles erupt, someone firing a gun up to the sky since we’re sitting out on the terrace and the children roar with laughter. They’re not scared one bit because this is in their blood and it’s only expected considering they’re the offspring’s of tough as nails men and feisty women. 
 
       I look at my wife and in her eyes I see the man I always wanted to be, and that I thanks to her have become. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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