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   Life beats the shit out of you. Crying about it only gets you killed, so stand up and fight…
 
   
 
  

1
 
   River
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Breathing hurt. I forced each painful breath through my body, pumping my arms and legs to run faster. My enemy wouldn’t stop; he wouldn’t tire or leave me in peace. The ground was solid beneath my feet. That I could rely on, trust it to always be there. I’d come to appreciate the small things in a life was fraught with dangerous pitfalls and terror-filled nights. Pain, for instance, reminding me I was alive, that I could still feel something. And sometimes, just sometimes, it made my body sing. 
 
   Sick, fucked up, and twisted as shit, but true nonetheless. 
 
   Running kept my mind clear, my body loose, and my limbs agile. I needed all of that, and more, to keep away from the man who was chasing me. Derrick Reese wanted to make sure I didn’t survive the mistake of falling in love with him. It had been a stupid thing to do, really. Looking back, he never should have come up on my radar.
 
   I didn’t date play boys.
 
   There was something about the look in his eyes that drew me in. Coupled with his boyish-charm and the way he told me he wanted to change but hadn’t found the right woman, I was hooked. Yeah, it was stupid, but I’d fallen for it. I’d been blinded by his attention, the feel of his hands on my body, and by the way he looked at me—like I was the only girl in the world.
 
   It had only been a ploy.
 
   A perfectly designed game I hadn’t realized I was playing. Not before I no longer had friends, stopped going out, and found myself appeasing his temper tantrums because not doing so hurt me in ways I was terrified of.
 
   I ran harder, trying to escape his memory and the bitter taste of failure in my mouth. The gravel under my feet crunched and slid but I held my ground. Each step made me stronger; pushed my limits; and made sure when I asked the right question, when I finally did what I meant to do, I would be ready for it.
 
   One breath, two.
 
   My lungs felt like sandpaper grating against the insides of my ribcage, punishing me for making myself better. This pain felt good. It reminded me I was alive, that I survived him, and would continue to do so.
 
   The woods were quiet, the solitude easing my frayed emotions as I came to a stop, the silence only broken by my labored breathing. I placed my hands on my hips, pacing slightly back and forth to calm my heart rate and stop my limbs from cramping up. 
 
   Walk it off, I told myself. Keep moving and always keep watching.
 
   Those words had become my mantra in the two years I was away from Derrick. I didn’t contact my friends or family anymore; he always found me when I did. I stayed off the grid, paying for everything in cash, never staying in one place longer than a few weeks, and getting under-the-table jobs where they didn’t care about paperwork or identification.
 
   It was a tough life, but at least I was free.
 
   Well, sort of. I had to always look over my shoulder and I was tired of it. Derrick sometimes got close to me. He left notes where I might see them or showed up at places I worked and tried to follow me home. I was through with being scared. I wanted to get away from him, entirely—or die trying.
 
   Getting to my efficiency room only took a few minutes. A quarter of an hour later I was showered, dressed in jeans, tank top, and my sneaks, and I was out the door. I learned to think in matter of minutes to hours. I always had to leave earlier because she didn’t have a car. Having a car meant I had to get it registered, maintain my license, and insurance. Not safe with Derrick always out there to find me.
 
   I walked to Pantera Jiu-Jitsu MMA Gym and stood outside. It looked like a large empty warehouse with its rusted metal siding and steel sign. This place, in the center of Stockton, California’s mixed martial arts scene, was understated, unwanted, and tossed aside.
 
   Its appearance on the outside didn’t match the reputation it built up. Fighters vied for the chance to get inside, to be trained by coaches who worked with big name fighters, and who they knew could make or break careers. I didn’t care about its notoriety. I had no use for its coaches and the prestige of being a Pantera fighter. What the fuck did I care about some UFC title? 
 
   What I needed was so much worse than that.
 
   I heard about the owner, Ethan Kendall. He was no good, a convict who served hard time in Wandsworth Prison in London, England. He didn’t know how to be nice. His Russian Mafia ties and the money from the fights drew him to open the gym initially. He loved violence.
 
   He was a sociopath.
 
   He was a killer.
 
    I didn’t care. Because I needed a monster to make me into one. I wasn’t going to survive Derrick unless I made sure he could never touch me again. I had to kill him and I wanted Ethan Kendall to teach me how.
 
   I took a deep breath and headed for the entrance. Twilight would be fading soon, turning into crisp darkness, accented by the heavy breeze. Winter was coming soon to Stockton, and I wondered if I’d be here to see it.
 
   I hoped I would.
 
   Because that would mean Ethan had helped me; I’d done what I needed to and I could live in the city I loved. The door to the gym was inside to the right. The scent of sweat, plastic mats, and oil struck me immediately after I entered the room. The fighters squaring off inside different rings and working on mats didn’t notice my entrance.
 
   I watched them going through the motions, attacking pads and bodies with single-minded determination. Coaches off to the sides of the rings called combinations and advice, but the fighters were silent.
 
   There was a controlled rage seething through the room. Here violence had been morphed into a sport with rules, respect, and honor, despite the personae the fighters sometimes portrayed. My blood raced through my veins. I had the same boiling anger, burning through me, scalding the back of my throat.
 
   I needed it to be tempered, and forged into a weapon. I could find that here. Scanning the crowd, I stepped farther into the room, looking for a back office.
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   I turned around slowly. A gray-haired older man, with a scar closing his right eye, stood behind me. He wore loose fitting white pants held up by a black belt with a tight white shirt tucked in. I was surprised by the hard form of his body. He had the physique of a man who couldn’t have been much older than I was.
 
   “I’d like to see to see Ethan Kendall,” I told him, my voice gravely. I didn’t often talk to people anymore.
 
   “Women meet on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays. Come back tomorrow and we can see if there are any openings,” he said.
 
   “I’m not here to be a fighter.”
 
   He looked at me, his one brown eye scanning my form, as if he could see through to the inside. Something in his stance was different. A slight spread of his bare feet, firm on the padding, his hands loose by his sides and his hip slightly canted.
 
   “You are a fighter. Come back tomorrow.”
 
   He spoke slowly, his accent hard to place. He put pressure on the consonants in a way I found odd, but nice. I could barely see the tips of tattoos on his chest beneath the edge of his shirt. The faded blue ink grabbed my attention before I realized what he said and rolled my eyes.
 
   “Sir, I would just like to see—”
 
   He moved too fast for me to see. One moment I was standing up, the next I was flat on my back, gasping for breath. Instinct kicked in. I ignored how I struggled to breathe. 
 
   Lung may be collapsed, but I’ll be dead if I stay here.
 
   I rolled, just as he stomped the ground where I had been, swinging his foot up and outward. Heaving, I came to my knees and blocked the kick, but didn’t prepare for his swinging punch. It didn’t hurt, but the shock to my head had me rocking. He twisted his body, jumping over the leg I was holding and broke my grip before tackling me to the floor.
 
   I fought him, elbowing his inner thigh, biting at his arms when they came close. It took me minutes to realize he wasn’t striking, but mimicking hits in the air around my face, around my head. I bucked under him, trying to dislodge him, but he rode the wave, holding on and never breaking his concentration.
 
   I tried to calm down, stop my heart from pounding, but at the edge of the rage, fear was encroaching. 
 
   No. 
 
   Panic immobilized me, made me a victim. I was a survivor. Clawing at his legs, I braced my feet on the floor and bowed my back and threw my hips into the air. Shock filtered through his gaze before he gripped me by my shirt and dragged me to my feet.
 
   “You are a fighter.”
 
   A fighter, yes; I was a fighter. But a fighter could still lose. A fighter could be destroyed. A killer survived; a killer was still standing after everyone was long gone.
 
   That was what I needed to be.
 
   “I am a fighter. But it’s not enough.”
 
   The older man nodded at me, understanding written all over his face. Was I so obvious, so weak? Did I have a sign on my forehead that told others I was wheat to cut?
 
   “Sometimes it is not. Other times, it is enough. For you, I think it is.”
 
   I couldn’t be turned away. Coming tomorrow so I could just be pushed into some girls’ class or to be brushed aside, was out of the question. I knew how many people tried to get in this gym. I wanted to be a student way off the books.
 
   “Pantera doesn’t see clients, malyutka.”
 
   This was getting me nowhere. I wasn’t going to leave without seeing Ethan. For me this was life and death. I spun around and ran across the floor.
 
   “Ethan!”
 
   The room went silent at my scream but I ignored it. The patrons’ world was based on who they would face in the next fight. How to get to the title. How to change their regime to get in the best physical shape. Fuck them. Fuck them all.
 
   “Ethan!”
 
   The second scream sent the room into motion. The coaches sprinted for me at once, the fighters looking on from varying phases of shock and irritation to humor. I dodged an outstretched arm, scanning the back wall for some sort of stairway or door that led to somewhere.
 
   “Class dismissed!” someone yelled, but I ignored it. At the end of the wall, almost invisible, was a white knob. I slid to a stop and wrenched it open as I was tackled sideways.
 
   “Oh, malyutka. Sometimes the darkness is better left alone, ya?”
 
   The old man’s soothing voice from earlier didn’t lessen my anger. Failure. Again. Always failing, always falling short. I stretched my hands toward the dark hallway as tears scalded my cheeks.
 
   “I need him,” I choked out.
 
   Needed him.
 
   Needed the darkness. I needed to feel a purpose in my life. I needed, for once, to finally feel safe. Ethan could give that to me. I knew it, somewhere deep inside. If I could just get to him, he would understand. He wouldn’t turn me away. He’d help me and I could live again.
 
   “Please,” I begged.
 
   “Enough.”
 
   The voice rolled over me. Cold and calculated, deep and rumbling. That one word parted the bodies around me as someone helped me to my feet. I scrubbed the tears out of my eyes, clearing my vision and looking into the face ravaged by his past.
 
   If I imagined Ethan to be massive, I was wrong. The grainy picture I saw hadn’t done him justice. He was built with broad shoulders and a narrow waist, but he was more slender than I expected. The rough shadow of a beard graced his strong jaw and framed his chiseled lips. His nose was slightly bent in the center and his eyebrows were thick. His eyes though, that was where I saw his past and the violence he committed. They were deep brown, almost black, and devoid of any emotion. Hollow pits in the face of a beautiful man. Tattoos banded his arms from what I could see under his black T-shirt, and he wore his jeans low and loose on his hips. He watched me with ill-disguised irritation and I could taste the threat of retribution.
 
   That was what I needed. Whatever I had to give him, anything he needed to take from me, I would give. If I could get just an ounce of that glacial stare, I could face my fear and take back my life. I needed to learn to fight again.
 
   “Help me.”
 
   It was all I could say.
 
   Please, help me.
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   Fighting was necessary for survival, that’s all. It didn't teach you to survive the aftermath. To quiet the voices.
 
   
 
  

2 
 
   Ethan
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Some people went to the cops. Others knew cops didn’t do much but get shit wrong. 
 
   I figured the woman in front of me had figured that out.
 
   She pissed me off. Plain and simple. It was her eyes. I’d never seen such fucking sad eyes. They were golden, like a cat’s, and big in her heart-shaped face. I shouldn’t have noticed that she was beautiful, but I did. So damn beautiful and she called my name. Not the one that I’d gotten in the ring, that had been solidified in my time in prison. No. She called my given name, the one that I wasn’t worthy of anymore.
 
   And it made me sick.
 
   I wanted to chew her up, spit her out, and be grateful for it.
 
   Emotions were messy. They clouded judgement and made me hope for things that weren’t possible in my life. Things like goodness and hope. I tapped those lights out long ago and I wasn’t interested in being drawn into melodrama.
 
   I looked to Pavel, the one who should have kept her from bothering me and switched to Russian.
 
   “What is she doing here?”
 
   “She asked for you. I don’t know why. She’s got that look to her though. Fought like the demons were on her heels.”
 
   “Women come on—”
 
   “I told her that, Pantera, but she didn’t listen.”
 
   No, she didn’t look like she would. People like that were the worst. They didn’t know they were in danger until the last second, and then they were surprised they hadn’t seen it coming. I could get rid of her, so easily, so quickly. As long as I didn’t look at those eyes.
 
   They twisted something inside of me.
 
   I hated her on sight.
 
   “Bring her upstairs and have Vadim clear the place out.”
 
   I turned and walked back up the stairs to my office. It was against my better judgement but my gut told me to hear her out at least, even if I was going to throw her out on her rear. My mother raised me better than to turn a blind eye to a woman’s tears, but prison taught me tears only meant you were weak. Weakness meant you were prey, and I didn’t have time to take anyone under my wing.
 
   People died there.
 
   And usually by my hand.
 
   Or maybe it was because she was just like so many weak fucking people in the world that I wanted to play with her, hear her story, and toss her out as I laughed. Either way, finding me was the worst decision she ever made.
 
   I took a deep breath before I sat at my desk. I made a point not to turn the overhead light on so the only illumination in my office was the desk lamp. It hid my face but allowed me to see who sat across from me. I steepled my fingers under my chin as I heard Pavel coming up the stairs with that woman.
 
   I did not have fucking time for this. I had enough on my damn plate with Yuri asking for help with shit he was going through. He enacted Vory, and I couldn't turn him down. Vory  was the law in which our organized crime was run by, and I wasn’t going to go against it. It was the one stipulation I was given when I left England. I was a bratva captain but I could keep to my own business as long as when someone needed my assistance in the Brotherhood, I didn’t turn them away. The bratva wasn’t called the Brotherhood in some circles for nothing.
 
   I sighed, composing myself.
 
   Too much shit and I wasn’t in the mood to play games.
 
   When she walked in, she held her head high, tucking her jacket around her slender waist. Her jeans framed broad hips and thighs in a way that if I were the man I was long ago, I would have found appealing. Instead, I saw things  differently now. It was in the way she scanned the room and seemed comfortable with the silence. She sat in the seat Pavel indicated, but never relaxed. She was tense, waiting, watching. She’d seen some bad things, they were written all over her, but all I wanted to know was why she came to me.
 
   Specifically, how she  thought I’d be a good match for her needs.
 
   “Who told you to come here?” I asked her.
 
   “I’ve heard your name around.”
 
   “That didn't answer my question and my patience is already wearing thin. Who told you to come here? I will not ask again.”
 
   I leaned forward against the desk. I didn’t need weapons to be menacing. My hands were weapons enough. If I got a gun in my hands, chances of survival were less than nil. She noticed the change and lifted her head in defiance. Stupid. She should have been afraid. That she wasn’t told me she really didn’t understand where she was or who she was sitting across from.
 
   She looked over at me, a muscle working in her jaw. Then she did something that made me look at her harder... She bowed her head slightly, voice soft as she spoke.
 
   “I heard about the gym through some guys at the bar I work at. They talk about your fighters and your place being the best to come to. A little internet search told me the rest. People drink and get loose lipped. I heard you served time for murder. I looked into the prison you went to. Only the worst go there.”
 
   She finished and went silent, daring me with her eyes to deny it. I wouldn’t. My one greatest regret was stepping into the ring with Mikhail Kataya, and ending his life. An accident, the only death on my hands I could say had been. A break to his femur that nicked his femoral artery. So simple, so innocent in the realm of cage fighting. But I was trained, my hands registered, and the fight wasn't sanctioned.
 
   I never should have got into that ring.
 
   But what sort of woman sought out a murderer?
 
   A desperate one. I knew desperation when I saw it, and she had all the markers. Which meant the reason she needed my skills was because she wasn’t able to fix her problem on her own, and the cause was personal. I tried to stay as far away as possible from personal matters. Personal meant ties, forensics that could be tied back, and questions that no one wanted to answer.
 
   She didn’t needed a hired gun; she needed a babysitter and someone to tell her everything was okay. Under all that hardness was a core of softness. I saw it. The need in her to be protected. I wasn’t going to do that for her.
 
   “So you know my media history. What is it you want from me?”
 
   “I want you to teach me to kill.”
 
    A sucker punch wouldn’t have surprised me more. Teach her. This woman who couldn’t have been more than a hundred and twenty pounds wet wanted me to make her a killer? She wanted me to teach her how to do things she would regret. Maybe not today. Maybe not right after it was done, but eventually, she wouldn’t be able to sleep at night. She’d wake up and realize she never should have taken this path. No matter how bad things got.
 
   She would have been better off asking me to off whoever she needed gone.
 
   I may have said yes.
 
   “No,” I told her.
 
   She crumbled and I didn’t care. I saw how hard it was for her to swallow, the way she balled her hands into tight fists until her knuckles were white. She bit her lip, and I wondered if she would draw blood. None of that changed my answer.
 
   I was a killer because I had to be. Because life shit on me and tossed me into prison with men who did things so much worse than I had. Because I knew prison guards more crooked than the filth they were policing. I had to kill. She didn’t. Whatever her reason, nothing was worse than what I went through.
 
   At least it wasn’t enough of a reason for me to show her how to go down my path.
 
   “Don’t come back to my gym, ever.”
 
   I nodded to Pavel and he stepped towards her. She stood abruptly, baring her teeth at Pavel.
 
   “You don’t know shit about what I’m going through. You don’t know a fucking thing. I thought you would understand. That you could help me. But you’re just a pussy hiding behind some made up fucking story to get people into your gym.”
 
   “You’re right, and it doesn’t change my answer. Get the hell out of my place.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said suddenly. There was that submission, that need to please all over her body language. It triggered something in me, even as I fought to tamp it down. She rubbed her face with a rough hand. “I’ve been hiding for years and I’m tired. My ex, he—”
 
   “I don’t give a damn about your sob story about some boyfriend that got a little rough with you. Does he deserve to get his ass kicked? Absolutely. Call the damn cops and have them take care of him. This gym isn’t a charity case and we don’t do illegal shit just cause some pretty little thing walked in the door with wounded eyes. Life is fucking hard, but someone always has it harder. Get the wanker put in jail and leave it at that. Don’t make me tell you again to get out of here.”
 
   I was on my feet, vibrating with anger and regret. She stirred up emotions that weren’t good for me. I needed calm, cold, calculated decisions to keep the voices at bay. Because of her, I’d see so many faces tonight. Death masks of the men I killed. My hands stained nearly black with their blood, but I wasn’t going to add her to my list. No fucking way. She stiffened, tears brimming in her eyes, but she stepped back from the desk.
 
   “Congrats, fucker. You can add another life to your list. My name is River Hoyt, remember that if you see it on the news.”
 
   Her final remark before she left my office wasn’t said with any sarcasm or anger. She said it matter-of-fact, as if it were a foregone conclusion and, for a moment, I wanted to call her back. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. I made so many changes, but some things stayed the same. Opening the gym may have saved my life, given me something good to fall back on, but I could only get so clean. Saving some damsel in distress put me in hero territory and I only had a cape made of shreds.
 
   I wasn’t fit for that job.
 
   “She will find someone else,” Pavel said, closing my door after watching her leave.
 
   “Better than if it was me, Pavel.”
 
   “Are you so certain, Pantera? You are a killer because you had to be, not because you wanted to be. Maybe she needed to learn fighting was enough.”
 
   “I don’t have time to figure it out with her and it’s over. I don’t want her back in this gym, it’s that simple. And Pavel? I know what I am. Sugarcoating it isn’t going to change anything.”
 
   “Of course, Pantera.”
 
   I sighed and closed my eyes as Pavel left my office. When my phone rang, I wanted to punch something. Fucking anything. Today was going from shitty to worse.
 
   “Da?” Yuri usually preferred doing all business in Russian. Though he didn’t say much of anything on the phone if you didn’t know how to listen.
 
   “Mamma still isn’t feeling good so I’m going to have her see another doctor. Maybe a specialist? I thought it was her heart, but she says she feels bad all over.”
 
   “I’ll see who I can refer you to. I’ll get back to you in a couple of days.”
 
   “Thank you. Thank you so very much.”
 
   Fuck. According to Yuri the last referral I sent him got the job done, finding the men responsible for cutting into his trade, but now he wanted something done. He was calling for a full closure of their business instead of just getting rid of the owners, or “heart” of the operation.
 
   So be it.
 
   I couldn’t survive in my world as anyone less than Pantera. Sometimes I forgot about that. But I was only good at a few things: beating someone to a pulp, ending their life, or finding others who were just as deadly as I was. I had a few names I could put on Yuri’s list and if they didn’t get the job done, I would.
 
   I was a monster, a fucking killer.
 
   No matter how much that small sliver inside of me wanted to get out, it was better to let the darkness overtake me.
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   I could show you better than I could tell you.
 
   
 
  

3 
 
   River
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                         
 
   To say I was pissed off was an understatement. I made a mistake, made an ass out of myself, and stayed too long in Stockton because I dreamed I’d get help. I’d thought that Ethan would help me, and I could stay in a city I’d come to love. But, no. I played my cards and came up empty.
 
   Now the streets were dark, I wasn’t home yet, and my emotions were stretched thin.
 
   I don’t know what had made me believe that going to Ethan would help me in my battle with Derrick. To be honest it had been a collection of whispers and fear I overheard in the bar I worked at that led me to research him. I spent hours in a local library looking up what I could. The first time I saw his eyes I knew he did all of what those people said and more.
 
   His eyes were filled with rage, hate, and pain, but the coldness in them was more terrifying. It was that coldness that convinced me he would be strong enough to fix me. I knew what my problem was even if I didn’t want to admit it, or face it. It was the reason Derrick had slipped so easily passed my defenses and fooled me. 
 
   I was a woman who enjoyed the control of my partner.
 
   There, I thought it, and acknowledged that sick part of me that loved what Derrick did, even as I hated it. Why? Because I was a fucked up woman who needed to be told what to do, smacked around, and fucked hard to get my rocks off, and Derrick had seen it. Known it. Used it. Until one day my dark needs morphed into a fear that I would eventually want him to kill me, simply to ride the wave. That fear, more than anything, made me run.
 
   Who would I talk to about that? Who would understand how dangerous my needs were and accept me for them? No one except the man who used my pain to enhance his pleasure, and had made me sick. I wasn’t a fool, I knew being submissive could be healthy and loving, but what I needed attracted me to the worst of men. And that same, illogical, horrible need had driven me to Ethan Kendall’s door. I wanted him, his danger, his control, as much as I wanted him to teach me how to break that control and kill the one who flipped my switch. And he turned me away.
 
   “Arrogant, fucking bastard. What the fuck is a wanker anyway?”
 
   If felt better to talk aloud. It made me feel real, grounded me. The angrier Ethan had gotten, the more his accent had come out. Or maybe it was better to say his accents meshed together into some weird lilting sounds that would have been sexy, had he given me what I wanted. I heard him speak Russian and I knew he’d been in England. The British accent tossed over his Russian was an odd mix. Still, as amazing as the prick sounded, he didn't help me.
 
   Now I needed to get out of Stockton.
 
   I tucked my jacket around me tighter and power walked towards my efficiency. I had to clear out tonight and find a bus to get on that would take me to the other side of the U.S.. I had enough money saved up that it shouldn’t be too hard. The extra cash I kept stashed would make sure I had a roof over my head.
 
   One good thing about staying too long was that I had a good amount of experience tending bar and could take that with me anywhere. Systematically, I went over how much money I had, what needed to be packed, what could be left behind, and where I needed to go next. I thought of my favorite places and threw them out. Those would be the first places he’d look.
 
   And then I realized, he would find me anyway. I was with Derrick only a year before I realized everything in my life was going to change. Now, at barely twenty-three, I didn’t know how it felt to have friends anymore, to have family, and be looking forward to my life. Hell, I lost my parents when I was young and the multitude of cousins, aunts, and uncles were spread out enough that it didn’t seem so odd to miss talking to them here and there.
 
   That was how Derrick found me. I was a sophomore in college, thinking the whole world was ahead of me, and happy to be there on a full-ride. He was charismatic, larger than life, and I loved following him. When he led, I went, and I was content. Happy to be told what to do, how to do it, and when. Something was wrong with me, but I couldn’t stop the need to be controlled, even when I did things to define myself as a separate person. 
 
   It was why the cops looked at me like I was a fool the first few times I’d gone to them. I went back, right? I let him make me believe he was sorry, and then I ran crying to them when he fucked me up. I was pathetic to them and Derrick’s money made sure I couldn’t do much anyway. A senator’s kid didn’t get into trouble and I was a problem that was easily fixed.
 
   The sooner I understood that, the easier my twisted life went. Until I broke away and realized I didn’t even remember what my life had been before Derrick.
 
   How long had it been since I had charcoal in my hand and created art? How long ago had I stopped caring about my looks and just wanted to be invisible? Derrick hadn’t only given me emotional and physical pain, he destroyed any self-worth I had. And twisted my need to please into impossible tasks I couldn’t complete.
 
   And his memory just lived on.
 
   I didn’t have time for romance or meeting people. I was too terrified of bringing them into the sadistic game Derrick liked to play. But doing so made me realize that he succeeded in one thing: being the last man that I ever let touch my body. There were times I felt his stamp on me, deep inside, and I wanted to carve my womb out just to cut him away.
 
   I put everything into following a man I found on the fucking internet. Was I still the same weak soul that needed to be provided for?
 
   I wasn’t a woman anymore. I was a transient soul that only existed to kill Derrick. Every day I felt like I was in mortal danger. The cops couldn’t and wouldn’t help me. Until he did something more physical, all I did was leave a trail for him to follow. But being careful didn’t seem to help much more anyway. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to see somewhere I always wanted to, see if I can find another gym to workout in, and go from there. Vegas was too close, but Florida wouldn’t be a bad choice. My mind made up, I headed into my room, already planning my trip.
 
   I stopped dead when I saw a man sitting on my bed.
 
   He was in all black, the long sleeved t-shirt and jeans the most expensive things in the cheap room. He didn’t wear a mask or anything to hide his face. When he smiled at me and stood, a lazy glide, I knew he was one of those guys that didn’t worry about anyone telling the cops.
 
   “Derrick says it’s time to come home,” my intruder told me. 
 
   I ignored him, slowly backing out of the door.
 
   “Now, that isn’t nice when you have guests.” The second voice said from behind me, right before a hard shove sent me tripping into the room and skidding across the carpet. My knees burned but I ignored the pain as I flipped my hair back so I could see.
 
   Vision was a must in situations like this. The second man was smaller than the first, closer to my height, around five foot nine or so. The first guy was over six feet. He tucked his blond hair behind his ears before he knelt down in front of me.
 
   “You don’t want to make this difficult. Come with us and we won’t hurt you. Fight and, well, you won’t like the gift we give you.”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   It was stupid, I knew it, but if I was going down, I was going to do it fighting. I wasn’t going to tuck tail and crawl back to Derrick. He’d only have a beating waiting for me. And then he’d torture me, play with me, and make my life hell for ever daring to run away. Derrick’s money made sure he could come and go as he pleased, and do what he wanted. Judges wouldn’t convict the good old boy when his crackshot lawyers made women look like money hungry bimbos after their All-American son. He told me plenty of times about all the women he did things to, and got off from.
 
   Why had he chosen to keep me?
 
   Very simple. I wasn't smart enough to walk away when I had the chance.
 
   That was it. The simple mistake I made that led to his obsession with always owning me.
 
   “Maybe you will fuck me before I send you home like a good little girl.”
 
   “He don’t want her touched that way,” buffoon number two said.
 
   “Too bad, she looks like a good lay,” his partner replied.
 
   I exploded into motion. I jabbed for the blond’s throat, landing a strike and sending him to the ground, choking. He grabbed his neck, rolling away from me on the floor. One down. I spun and punched, going for the second one’s balls, but the element of surprise only lasted as long as it took the first one to go down. My second assailant was better prepared and dodged the hit. When his fist connected with my cheek, pain blazed over my nerve endings and my eyes watered, but I struck out again, this time toward his diaphragm.
 
   “Help me!” I screamed.
 
   “You bitch. Filthy fucking bitch.”
 
   The angered man swung again, this time catching me in the nose. I fell backward, my head hitting the ground hard. Stars swirled on the edge of my vision as I tried to get my bearings. I couldn’t move before he kicked me viciously in the side. It took my breath away.
 
   “The gift it is,” he hissed at me.
 
   I heard something snap open and felt my shirt being ripped off, but couldn’t fight to stop it. My arms felt laden and my head confused. A stinging slice brought the room into focus. A blade had cut my stomach from one side of my hip up to my ribs. Warm blood drizzled over my side.
 
   I screamed, a tortured soul as the blade cut, again and again. I was going to die here, cut up and beaten by Derrick’s thugs. I was going to die because I made a mistake in who I fell in love with. My hands clawed at my attacker; I bucked when I could, but that failed me. Darkness crept in.
 
   “I’m calling the police!” I heard someone say from outside the room.
 
   Such pretty words. Too bad they won’t be here in time. I’m going to die, and I didn’t get a chance to kill Derrick. I guess I couldn’t be mad at Ethan anymore. Even if he had accepted me, I wouldn’t have had the time to prepare for this.
 
   I guess he is going to see me on the news.
 
   * * *
 
    There was a sort of fuzziness that came with a cocktail of powerful pain medication and the underlying taste of pain. For a few moments, every time I woke up, I could almost forget who I was, and why I was here.
 
   Then it all came back to me, and I tried my best not to cry.
 
   He found me.
 
   And he got away with it.
 
   The cops were in and out, asking me all sorts of questions about my attack, but I didn’t tell them anything. I wouldn’t have been able to prove Derrick was involved, and the men who did it to me were in the wind. Even with an eye witness, who was afraid to talk to the cops about that night, and only “remembered” calling 9-1-1 because of screams they heard from their room, there was nothing to go on. Derrick paid someone to take me to him.
 
   Maybe I could be glad that, by angering them, I only suffered an attack I somehow managed to survive instead of being taken to Derrick. I couldn’t muster up enough to care. The only thing the cops could do was provide around the clock protection based on the severity of the attack and potential leads they could get.
 
   I knew Derrick wouldn’t be stupid enough to come at me in a hospital, but the protection made me feel better. My thoughts came to a halt when the door opened and the cop on duty came in.
 
   “Do you know a Mr. Ethan Kendall?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” I answered before I even thought about it.
 
   “He would like to see you,” the cop said.
 
   Why would he be here?
 
   “Let him in.”
 
   I heard his voice first, saying something to someone outside. I thought I heard Pavel, but couldn’t be sure. When he walked into the room I felt small. I was hooked up to IVs and monitors. My stomach was bandaged and I could barely move. They stopped the bleeding, but I’d scar horribly from what happened. Now he was here, and I didn’t know what to say.
 
   Was it wrong of me to want to cry because someone, a familiar face, was here?
 
   “Don’t cry, detenysh.”
 
   Am I crying?
 
   It was only then that I felt the tears sliding down my face. I didn’t even have the energy to lift my hands and wipe them away. Ethan stepped forward. I could smell the leather of his jacket, the slight scent of his cologne. His shoes clicked on the floor and his black slacks swooshed. My whole world shrank to just him. This man, death incarnate, who came to see me.
 
   He leaned forward, his face just above mine. Strong, calloused fingers framed my face before he used his thumbs to brush away the tears. But I didn’t see tenderness in his gaze. I saw rage and deep seated hatred that was mirrored in my heart.
 
   “Do you want me to kill them for you?” he whispered.
 
   A simple sentence. An easier answer.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you want to kill them?”
 
   “No, just him.”
 
   He nodded, wiping the tears away again.
 
   “I will teach you, protect you, provide for you. Then, when you are ready, I will give you the opportunity that you seek.”
 
   “What do you want in return?” He shook his head but I spoke again. “I always pay my debts. I won’t owe you.”
 
   “When you’re well we will decide what my price is.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   And with that, I got my wish.
 
   To become the monster I so desperately needed to be.
 
   And how sad was it that his claim to protect me cinched the deal?
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   It hurt to be alive, but I was happy I was. If only I could figure out why what Ethan represented intrigued me. Or at least have the strength inside myself to admit I knew exactly why, and that was what made me a victim in the first place...
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   Three months later
 
   There are no katas, no rituals here, malyutka.”
 
   “What does that mean, Pavel? You keep calling me that.”
 
   “Little one, it means little one. Now listen up.” 
 
   Pavel smacked my shoulder, and I turned to slide into stance once more. I was still tense, my stomach just knitting together after careful movement from the hospital to Ethan’s home behind the gym. I had my own room, complete with a cellphone, laptop, clothing, and round the clock protection. If Pavel wasn’t there, Ethan was, a silent watcher, never speaking to me directly, but always watching.
 
   It both irritated and exhilarated me. I slept soundly for the first time in months guarded by these two men. It was an odd feeling, one I wasn’t even sure how to react to. It was enough that I was alive, and I hadn’t had any more contact with Derrick. I knew he was there, but I was on my way to being able to fight him.
 
   And that mattered more than anything. 
 
   Pavel had decided that Krav Maga would be a form for me to learn. It was realistic, based in self-defense and punishing offensive attacks that my size wouldn’t put me at such a disadvantage. I couldn’t do much, yet, but he had me learning basic moves based on what I could already do, and began my cardio.
 
   “You will learn to move your body farther than you can now. Each punch is to stop your enemy; each kick to maim them. Every part of you is weapon, da?”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   “Now, go run.”
 
   I did as he asked, easing my body into the motion because of my stomach. It didn’t take long before I was sweating, breathing through the pain and pushing past it. A loud cracking sound startled me and I froze, stumbling into the wall. Pavel was on me, flipping me over and holding me down on the ground.
 
   “Still afraid. Still weak. Still dead.”
 
   “Get off me!”
 
   “Dead men don’t speak.” 
 
   My heart was pounding as I struggled to breathe. He was right. I was afraid. As soon as I heard that sound everything in me stopped. But he couldn’t expect me to be ready to kill so soon. It wasn't possible. Pulling a trigger was easy. I needed to be able to handle myself to get to Derrick and be able to get away. Killing a senator’s son would put a major bullseye on my back, and I wanted to be prepared. Training right now was as much about giving me time to get things planned as it was learning what to do.
 
   “I’m not ready yet.”
 
   “Yes, that is true, but is not because you are not a fighter,” Pavel told me. He got up and pulled me with him until I was standing. He placed a fingertip to my forehead.
 
   “It’s up here. Most don’t kill because they want to, or like to. They kill because they have to. It’s in the mind. Do you want them dead more than they want to be alive? Will your will beat them?”
 
   I saw Ethan on the edge of my vision, coming out of his office. He headed out of the gym without once looking up at me. It made me feel... I wasn’t sure. Did I like the feeling of his eyes on me? Could I even afford to have his attention? I didn’t know, but I would owe him for all of this, and his refusal to claim something set me on edge. I made plenty of offers, even of myself, but he ignored them as he ignored me.
 
   “That darkness is not yours, malyutka.”
 
   “How’d he get like that, then?”
 
   “Some is not my business to tell, and more I will never know. But, it started with regret. He regretted killing his friend and when he went to prison, he was looking for death. He wanted to be punished for what he’d done. He let them punish him, River. Over and over. And yet his fight, his pride, didn’t let him fall. He always fought back in the end. It didn’t matter how much they tore him down, he wouldn’t stay there.”
 
   “So he impressed someone then, and they eased up?”
 
   “No, malyutka. They pushed harder, until he had no choice but to take the first life. And then, he impressed someone.”
 
   “A Russian,” I said, thinking some of what was on the internet may have been true. 
 
   Pavel shrugged. “I’m Russian, sure, and there are others around him that are. He is impressive to us, yes.”
 
   Pavel told me to run again. I understood a wall when I saw one, but a bit of what he told me was enlightening to the enigmatic monster who now held my life in his hands. Ethan had been weak once too, with all the strength of the ring. With everything that he’d known. There had been others who were strong enough to beat him and he’d fallen beneath them. I wondered how horrible his time at Wandsworth Prison was and what happened. 
 
   “You’re done for the day; think about what I told you,” Pavel called to me. 
 
   I’m sure I would. It was on my mind as I headed to the house behind the gym. It wasn’t huge, the size of the warehouse enclosing the gym hid it from view on the main street. The only way to get to it was through a door in the back of Ethan’s personal area in the gym. It was then enclosed by privacy fences with barbed wire, security cameras and lights, and two guard dogs. It had taken weeks of dealing with them before the dogs would let me by. And only if I spoke the code phrase that kept them from attacking.
 
   The massive Rottweilers scared the shit out of me.
 
   “Legko,” I said to Sasha and Vlad as I passed them. They laid back down on the front porch and ignored me. Inside, I took off my shoes in the foyer and passed by the living room, dining room, and large kitchen to get to the stairs. Ethan’s room was to the right, the master suite, and Pavel used the room next to it when he was there. My room was to the left, with my own bathroom across from it.
 
   After a quick shower I fired up my laptop and found my way into the life of my most recent fascination. For three months I lived in his home and hadn’t spoken much to him. I didn’t know him, and he didn’t know me. He didn’t care about my history, but I tried to devour his. I wanted to know what made him tick; what gave him the strength he had. Some days I could convince myself it was research into who I wanted to be, but most days I couldn’t lie to myself.
 
   Ethan Kendall tempted me.
 
   No matter how irrational it was, I found him a broken spirit that was pieced together with bad shit, but he could be healed. He could be helped. And maybe I thought I could pay him back by doing so. And then I thought that fixing him wouldn’t help me, and I hated myself for being so selfish.
 
   Ethan was a contradiction for me. The man who cried when he’d been sentenced versus the hitman who came out of prison. Softness and strength, weakness and power. All in one man.
 
   “It was the internet that got you in trouble in the first place, River, and most of it doesn’t tell you the half of it.”
 
   I closed my laptop and turned to look at Ethan. He was leaning against my doorjamb, watching me with an unblinking stare. His black t-shirt hugged his chest and hugged his upper arms. His dark jeans were low on his hips.
 
   “Anyone ever teach you to knock?”
 
   “My house. My rules.”
 
   A chill ran through me and I cleared my throat. His eyes narrowed a moment before he shouldered away from his perch. He stalked closer to me and I couldn’t move. I looked in his eyes and waited for him to come closer, close enough to touch. Holding my breath, I tried to calm my pounding hard as I clenched my hands in my lap. 
 
   Touch me.
 
   “Stand up,” he commanded. 
 
   I did as I was told, blindly, without thought. My chest pushed against him and I felt lightheaded. He gripped my hips, his scent, dark and thick, wafted to me as I took a deep breath, trying to get my bearings. I didn’t fight him as he pulled me to him, crushing my body to his.
 
   He was hard against my softness, rigid where I was languid. I couldn’t stop my moan.
 
   “I did not tell you to make a sound.”
 
   I bit my lip, cutting off the whimper. I wanted him to toss me down, to control me, to fuck me. I had lost my mind, I knew it, but I couldn’t stop the thoughts from flowing through my head. There was no way to stop my body from reacting. My nipples hardening, my stomach clenching. I wanted the monster to devour me.
 
   “Look at me.” He gripped my neck even as I did as he wanted. His firm hold tightened enough that my breathing changed. I felt the restriction of my airways, that familiar feeling of flying.
 
   Release. Sweet release of all that mattered. Of responsibility, worry, and stress. How long had it been since I felt this kind of peace?
 
   “I could give you what you wanted, and you still wouldn’t matter to me.”
 
   His words were ice in my veins. His hold now terrifying, his hard cock a violation waiting to happen as it nestled against my belly. Everything about what we were doing, what I had done, was wrong. With just one sentence, he took my peace and replaced it with hell.
 
   He pushed me away from him and I fell to the bed. By the time I sat back up, he was gone, but I don’t think I could have said a thing to him. He was a bastard and I hated him. I hated that he made me want things that were destructive. Hated that he could reduce me to nothing more than hormones and flesh while he stood apart, disgusted by what I offered.
 
   And I was terrified of the fact that I knew I would let him do it again, because even the bit of pain I was feeling right now didn’t remove the desire. I curled on the bed, too hurt to cry, too angry to pity myself. How did I want to kill a man when I was more interested in spreading my legs for the fucker who didn’t give a shit about me. I was the fucked up, worthless piece of shit that Derrick called me.
 
   And what was worse? I wasn’t going to be able to stop. But maybe, just maybe, killing Derrick would free me from the stamp he put on me. And men like him, like Ethan, would run away from me.
 
   I’d be the monster, and I wouldn’t have to crave that dark touch anymore because I’d have it at my fingertips.
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   I was going to Hell, I knew it, but she needed me. Was it okay for a demon to want to have an angel?
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   Ethan
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Three Months Later
 
    
 
   I loved the night. How fucking sick was that? I loved the very thing that seeped into my body and created the worst moments of my life. It was night when I stepped into the ring with Mikhail and ended his life. 
 
   It was night the first time I took a beating at the hands of faceless men and felt my soul ripped out of my chest after coming to Wandsworth Prison. The Governor hadn’t given a shit about my leaking face and body because, of all things, he lost money on the fight with Kataya. 
 
   I could still feel the excitement in the air and smell beer and stale cigarettes. The gritty mat beneath my feet felt like home. The fight would have been a good bit of money in both of our pockets. Then I felt the impact of his first punch to my chest, the whoosh of air leaving my body before I gasped and countered. If I closed my eyes, I could relive every second of that fight, pause it, rewind, and play it again. 
 
   Was there any other way I could have gripped his leg? Any way a simple shift of my weight would have stopped the break? I didn’t know the answer, and I never would. But sometimes, when I wished my life had gone differently, I tried to. 
 
   Most days though, it was a simple fact that I had taken his life.
 
   Even worse, it was in those midnight hours, after I’d done so, I gained protection through the use of my hands, and took the first life that hadn’t been an accident. And yet, here I was, sweating and trembling as the clock read two in large red letters, soothed by the darkness. I knew what happened in those hours. I understood how dark it could get, and I trusted that.
 
   I was a torn, fucked up ball of death and decay, and I loved it. Because with it, I survived. Becoming a monster had been the one thing I could rely on during my sentence. 
 
   Nine years that seemed like an eternity. Involuntary Manslaughter. 
 
   Those words didn’t mean fuck all. It didn’t explain how I hadn’t wanted to kill my friend in that ring. It didn’t explain how the break happened in the first round of the fight, and it was because of me the ambulance got there as fast as it did.
 
   None of it mattered. All that sentence said was I was of good character and hadn’t intended to cause a death. But since it was in the commission of an illegal offense, I deserved a higher sentence.
 
   I didn't come out of that cell with such a clean character.
 
   And in nine years I’d come to love the night and the god-awful things I could do in it. The eight-point stars on my chest taught me to crave the darkness and revel in it. Now? Now, I just had to deal with the nightmares, the moments in time when I saw the eyes of those I hurt. 
 
   When I heard their voices screaming into the abyss,  then silenced.
 
   It never got easier, but I lived through it. I was here and I would continue to be.
 
   Tonight though, there was something else in the air. A disturbance in my simple little world that pulled me out of bed in a borrowed house. Pantera Gym was my dream, the one thing I carved out for myself. A remembrance of who I once was and a way to keep money flowing. A sanctuary that was now tainted. I walked to my office, where I could see everything in the gym.
 
   River. She made it all worse.
 
   She was an obsession. That was the only reason I could think to explain why I took her in, paid for her medical bills, and made her one of my fighters. On most days, I was a heartless bastard, she even received the bitter end of that, but it didn’t stop me from holding on to her.
 
   Maybe it was like a dieter buying chocolate cake they knew they could never eat. Just having the sticky, sweet shit near them made them feel better. It helped them remember who they were before the weight changed them. Reminded them of what they were trying to get back to.
 
   River was my chocolate cake.
 
   As I watched her run on the treadmill from the one way mirror in my office, I couldn’t help but admire her determination. I had the mirror built soon after bringing her into my home behind the gym so I could keep an eye out for her while she worked out. Pavel had taken a shine to her, teaching her Krav Maga. The mixed martial style suited her small frame. It didn’t mean she wouldn’t take a punch; it didn’t mean she wouldn’t feel pain, but she’d have the knowhow to finish her fight and, hopefully, live.
 
   I tried my best to keep my hands off her entirely.
 
   It was shitty of me, but I couldn’t let her go. Odd, because it wasn’t about some pretty emotion like love, or even like. I had a grudging respect for her, but that was as far as I could manage. She drew me like a moth to a flame. So I went towards the object of my fascination, and knew it was me that would burn her.
 
   I could see her needs so plainly it was laughable. What she truly wanted, what she craved, she was afraid of now. She wanted to bow, even as she stood defiant. She wanted to be coddled, even as she fought tooth and nail to survive. She was a mass of contradictions, but only one half of her was true.
 
   Perhaps that was what drew me, the fact that I knew which it was.
 
   “It’s a little late for you to be working out still, River. Rest periods are for exactly that, rest.”
 
   She slowed the treadmill to a walk and stepped to the side. Never turning around to face me, she took a swig from her water bottle and meticulously closed the cap. 
 
   “I don’t need rest. It’s been six months, Ethan, and I know that eventually Derrick is going to find me. I don’t have the luxury of resting.”
 
   “Pantera,” I corrected her. 
 
   She turned then, watching me with a question in her eyes. “Why do they call you that?”
 
   “Because it’s my name, and it’s the one you will use.”
 
   “Ethan Kendall is your name, and I’ve been calling you that the whole time,” she said. She had fire, I’d give her that. But this was my world, my rules. Ethan was a man I wasn’t. A figment of a cracked memory that didn’t mean shit anymore.
 
   “Do you know what Pantera means?” I asked her. My glide toward her was slow. I paused at random intervals, stalking her, pushing her. She was prey. She fought hard not to be, but I still smelled weakness on her, on the edges of her anger. She was always afraid, terrified of what was coming, and not knowing what the result would be. It was that fear that would destroy her.
 
   That fear drew me in.
 
   “Panther,” she said. “I looked it up on the laptop you gave me.”
 
   “I earned that name, River. Carved it out in skin and made my enemies regret ever trespassing against me. What have you done? What have you been made to survive that would ever make you think you could stand on even ground with me?”
 
   I could feel the heat of her anger, but it didn’t stop me. It couldn’t. Anger wasn’t what made me the demon that I was. It was pure, cold, unfiltered hopelessness forged into a blade to cut my way through life. 
 
   “You’ve never asked what I went through before,” she said.
 
   I shook my head. “Because it doesn’t matter. I don’t care.”
 
   “You cared enough to take me on after you saw me in the hospital,” she returned. 
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong, River. So wrong. I enjoy playing with my food. Your every breath marks you as a victim. Every time you freeze when Pavel attacks you from behind, I know you will fail. And every second you look at me with those fearful eyes, I know that whatever Derrick did, he did because you let him.”
 
   She roared her anger, and I laughed. Even as she leapt at me, swinging her right fist hard, I enjoyed her anger. She was smart, sweeping her left leg to take me down, but I twisted my body into her so we were chest to chest. I sensed the shift in her stance and blocked her knee angled for my crotch and wrapped my arm around her neck.
 
   “You can’t beat me, River. You never could.”
 
   Two seconds. That was all it took to take her to the ground. And then she was under me, punching, twisting, and fighting to get away. I let her do nothing. I splayed out above her, pushing her into the mat beneath us. Then I gripped one wrist and planted it above her head. She fought harder, raking her nails down the side of my neck before I could grab that wrist too.
 
   “You have claws, detenysh, but not like mine.”
 
   I bit down on the soft spot of her neck, where it met her shoulder. Her pulse throbbed against my tongue. She screamed, but I didn’t clamp down. I didn’t need to draw blood or hurt her to prove my point. But, somehow, I lost what I had been trying to convey. Between her scent, filled with lavender, and the feel of her body against mine, I noticed her as a man would.
 
   Her breasts were smashed against my chest, but I could feel their fullness. I was cradled in her thighs, a position that went from thinking of the fighting front mount stance, to darker needs. Blood rushed through my veins and pooled into my dick, short circuiting any rational thought. 
 
   I wanted her.
 
   I eased my teeth off her and licked over the abused flesh. She froze, a casualty to my strength, my desire, and I couldn’t stop. I traced my way over her jaw and nipped her chin. Her small gasp was all the permission I needed to take her mouth with mine.
 
   Flavor blasted over my taste buds. How long had it been since I kissed a woman? Since I felt one give under my hands? Of all the ones I’d known, I couldn’t place her taste. It was wild and free, and tinted with tears. I knew that place. 
 
   Between youth and cynical maturation brought on by fear.
 
   I’d been there.
 
   She was at a precipice she didn’t even realize. She wanted me to make her a killer and all I could think about was taking her body with mine. How fucked up was I that I wouldn’t stop?
 
   I wanted to punish her for making me want something that shouldn’t exist in my life any more. My life was an abyss and she wouldn’t survive it. I hated her for wanting to make me try.
 
   “You let Derrick do things to you, just like you let me,” I said against her lips. Lips I wanted to taste again. The fluidness to her body disappeared. She was fighting again, pulling away from me.
 
   No, I wouldn’t allow that.
 
   I was a monster, and as one, I wouldn’t act the hero and let her go.
 
   “But I can make you better. Away from this gym, away from training that doesn’t give you real life experience. And in return, I know what you will give me.”
 
   She was breathing hard, looking at me with wild eyes.
 
   I knew what she wanted more than anything in the world. If that got me what I wanted, so be it.
 
   “What?” she asked, but we both knew that she already knew the answer.
 
   “You.”
 
   And we both knew she was going to say yes.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\erin\Downloads\Scarred Chapter 6.png] 
 
   I had shackled the monster, and lost myself. Why was there something in me that craved the darkness he could provide?
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   River
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Pantera Jiu-Jitsu MMA Gym was a front for Ethan. I thought it was, but now I knew. I was tucked into a home behind his gym during my recuperation, but now I understood I’d been taking up Pavel’s home and Ethan slept at the gym to watch over things. 
 
   I now knew I hadn’t known what I was getting myself into at all.
 
   Tucked beside Ethan, his arm wrapped firmly around my waist, in the backseat of a high-end sports car, we traveled towards his home. Pavel was behind the wheel, and the gritty streets around the gym faded away into wide lanes and suburban living.
 
   But I couldn’t focus on more than Ethan’s arm around my waist.
 
   How had I gotten here? From abused woman, to hospitalized victim, to fighter, and now... Just his woman? I could be honest with myself and admit Ethan was chuck full of sexy bits that tempted even my destroyed sense of self. But I knew what we were doing was wrong.
 
   We were trading favors, his deadly skills for my most basic attributes as a woman. I was prepared to do so, had even thought to bargain it when I first met him. But now it was real, too close, too different.
 
   I didn't have the power in the situation since I gave myself to him. I  wasn't the one to make the offer. Instead he took it, pushed me into a corner, and made me want him enough to ignore the rationale in my mind screaming to stay away. 
 
   I always heard to be careful what you wished for, but apparently I didn't listen.
 
   “You don’t have to hold me. I’m not going anywhere,” I told him. The heat of him made me feel warmth deep inside, but I was afraid of him, of the beast I awoke. All it took was one takedown at the gym to show me that for all my bravado, it was simply that: bravado. 
 
   I wanted to be strong; I wanted to fight and pull through, but I was a frustrating contradiction when I realized I wasn’t as strong as I thought. And that was why the man beside me had me where he wanted me.
 
   And the worst part of it all? I wanted to be right where I was.
 
   “Does it bother you?” he asked, but I didn’t care about his words. He splayed his hand against my side before tracing a pattern on the underside of my breast.
 
   “Yes,” I choked out. 
 
   He stared at me but said nothing as his hand lifted higher, engulfing my breast. I sucked in a breath as he molded it before flicking the hardening nipple.
 
   “No, it doesn’t,” he told me matter-of-factly. 
 
   Yes, I wanted him, my knight in hellish armor that couldn’t care less about my past and even less about what my mind was telling me when my body was telling him something different.
 
   But I cared. It mattered to me. 
 
   “You’re no different than him,” I told him. “Taking things and doing whatever you want without a care. I hate men like you.”
 
   “There are no men like me. But never, ever, compare me to the wanker that let you get away.”
 
   I saw the threat in his eyes. My heart pounded as he pulled me closer to him. His other hand framed my cheek, holding me in place. My whole world shrank to just him. His scent, the feel of his breath touching my lips, and the darkness surrounding us as we rode along. 
 
   “You belong to me and when you’ve taken care of your past, you still will. What’s the sense in fighting the one who will give you the means to free yourself? It’s fucked up, but the world is a bullshit place and you can only escape by dying. I’m your world now, River. That’s the choice you made.”
 
   I may have, but I hadn’t known, and that’s what made it all worse. I closed my eyes, blocking him out, as best I could.
 
   “Look at me,” he demanded. I refused, squeezing my eyes closed harder. Ethan lifted me over his lap. Straddling him, I had to bend my head under the roof of the car, bringing our faces close together. His arm was a steel band around my waist and his fingers around my throat a reminder of who had the power.
 
   “I do not like to ask twice for things,” he said. I forced my eyes open, angry at the tears of helplessness, of want, blurring my vision. How could I be attracted to him? How could I want to roll my hips and feel how hard he was beneath me?
 
   “I will not abuse you, won’t hurt you, but you made the choice. I will keep you at your word, even when you’re tempted to break it. You’ll get your revenge.”
 
   “At what cost?” I asked.
 
   “Whatever I demand because you want it as much as I do, and some stupid denial isn’t going to change that.”
 
   “You left me no choice.”
 
   “River, the first lesson I’ll teach you is there is always a choice. It all just depends on how bad you want it. And if you want to kill someone, you have to want that more than anything else. If you don’t, say it. I’ll let you out right here and you will never see me again.”
 
   I couldn’t.
 
   Ethan may not have cared about how much Derrick scared me, but I didn’t know how to live life without being afraid of him. That peace of mind meant more than anything to me. I needed to get away from him and I was willing to do anything for it. Even give myself to a beast that set me on fire and made my heart feel like lead in my chest.
 
   “You know I can’t,” I told him.
 
   “Then don’t bullshit me with some woe-is-me attitude. You are here because you made that decision, and you want to be here. In my bed, as my woman, you pay your dues. It is that simple.”
 
   “And if you find me lacking? I could be a horrible lay.”
 
   “Then you better hope to get great at it. I don’t come cheap.”
 
   “You’re an asshole,” I argued.
 
   “I’ve got much more enjoyable things you can do with that filthy mouth of yours, keep testing me.”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   “You will, repeatedly. Starting tonight, since you obviously don’t know your fucking manners. Who do you think made sure none of those thugs your piece of shit ex sent sniffing around didn’t get close to you? Who do you think made sure you had new clothes, a laptop, a phone, and took care of all your medical bills? Huh? Me. You owe me enough, even if I didn’t agree to your asinine plot to kill your ex. Be lucky I’m going to show you anything more than that fucking dick you used to screw.”
 
   I stared at him. “Who fucked you up, Ethan? Hmm? Who messed you up in the head so much that you believe this load of shit you’re shoveling? I may be desperate, but I’m woman enough to admit that. Hell, I’m bitchy enough to admit I’ve even wondered how that cock of yours might feel, but don’t confuse my need to get rid of the person that destroyed my life with me allowing you to make me a doormat.”
 
   We stared at each other as Pavel, not once saying a word, pulled the car over to the side of the road. He still said nothing as he got out the car, took the keys, and closed the door behind him. In the silence, I thought of my words, but I didn’t regret them. 
 
   So what if I wanted him? If I was surprised that desire was returned, after so long my goal might be in reach. It didn’t mean I would take whatever shit he tossed out and accept it. I wouldn’t trade one cage for another. Derrick destroyed everything I was and I didn’t want to be that woman any longer. I couldn’t be. What I needed was to be stronger all around. 
 
   Ethan laced his fingers into my hair and pulled, bending me backwards until I had to hold on to the front seats for balance. I heard his belt buckle give and the loud sound of his zipper. I held on to his wrist as he lifted me back up and angled my head down to look at his cock.
 
   He was hard, standing tall and firm between us, so pale in the darkness. It was thick and smooth, almost perfectly built, like him, but there was one imperfection. A scar that started on the left side of his groin and bunched at the side of his penis, pulling it that direction a bit. 
 
   “A shank,” he told me, thumbing the area. He trailed his thumb up the shaft and swirled it over the head of his cock.
 
    I watched, absorbed.
 
   “I nearly died before they could stop the bleeding,” he explained. His words didn’t match his hands as he fisted his cock in easy glides. “My enemy, though? They couldn’t save him. Couldn’t hope to. I made sure of that.”
 
   He pulled my hand around his cock and  held me to him. He was so hot, pulsing under my fingertips. I caught my breath as he pumped my hand up and down, showing me how he liked it, the pressure I needed. I knew it wasn’t right, but my body tightened, my nipples hardened, and I felt moisture leak from me. I wanted him, even now, after all the fucked up things he said.
 
   After all the things he told me to expect. I still wanted him.
 
   We were two scarred souls, twisted up in a tortured past, living today as only whispers of who we once had been, and facing uncertain futures that looked bleak. But here, in this moment, our bodies connected; I felt alive. For whatever the reason, even knowing the sickness of what we were doing, I liked it.
 
   Because this monster, for all his words, wanted me. 
 
   “Who screwed me? People like you. Soft-hearted, weak souls that let life beat them down and thought what I did was so horrible I deserved to have my entire life stripped from me. Now, I’m more than they ever dreamed, deadlier than they could ever fathom, and putting me in that prison only created the man you, , so desperately need to be safe.”
 
   We worked him together, twisting and moving as he groaned and leaned his head back in the car. I dared to lift my head to watch him. His eyes were closed, he worried his bottom lip with white teeth. I was a voyeur, wrapped up in his story, drawn by his need, and wished, just a bit, I could feel some of it.
 
   We were absolutely wrong together, and wouldn’t be here if not because of the horrible moments in our past. I knew that. Later, after all of this, after I watched his hips pump into my hand until his come ran over my fingers, I’d remember my anger and would think I was a stupid woman. But right now, none of that mattered. I leaned forward and licked his exposed neck, and gripped him harder. Feeling bold, I looked down and let saliva drip from my mouth to coat his cock.
 
   “Fuck yes,” he said. I felt powerful. Right here, I controlled what was between us. I held the power. I smiled, feeling something else come over me.
 
   Big Bad Wolf was powerless before his desire for me.
 
   I loved the feel. Needed it. So I stroked his cock and watched him. “You like that?” I asked and his swift intake of breath was my answer.
 
   “It won’t always be like this,” he said, his voice rough with passion.
 
   “No, but right now it is.”
 
   He opened his mouth to say something else, but I didn’t let him. This time I kissed him. Tasted his coolness and mint flavor. His lips were firm against mine, and his tongue glided into my mouth. I twisted my wrist, dancing over the head of his cock until he was groaning into my mouth. I swallowed his pleasure down.
 
   And as he came, hot sticky fluid binding us together, I realized not once had I thought of Derrick, because he didn’t matter in the face of Ethan.
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   The first time Derrick hit me, he told me he was sorry. Many beatings later, he still said the same thing. Ethan was different... He would never think to apologize.
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   River
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As we pulled up to the gates, his essence drying on my t-shirt, armed guards waved us through. Could they see his stamp? Could they know what we had done? Had Pavel lost respect for me as he climbed back in the car and Ethan buckled his pants?
 
   I didn’t know the answer to any of those questions, and it tore me up. The 'later' where I thought of myself as stupid had come sooner than expected. I watched the drive, with open lawns and mini guard shacks where men nodded as we passed. It was better than looking at Ethan. Better than possibly seeing satisfaction, or worse, disinterest in me. 
 
   Ethan’s house was a fortress. Built of stone, the mansion was imposing. All grey and glass, it was a fortress in the center of suburbia, surrounded by forested land to keep it hidden away. By the look of it, there had to be at least three levels above ground, or high vaulted ceilings on two floors. Pavel took us up the driveway under an archway to park. Once there, he got out first before opening the door for Ethan. A tall man with dark blue eyes, black hair, and a charcoal grey suit came up as Ethan climbed out.
 
   “Vor v zarkone,” he said to Ethan before he bent and kissed Ethan’s cheek.
 
   “Bratok,” Ethan replied. 
 
   The man then turned to acknowledge Pavel. “Avtoritet.”
 
   “Bratok,” Pavel replied before getting back into the car. 
 
   I didn’t know what they were saying, but I wasn’t stupid. I saw the respect Ethan got from everyone, and knew his title must have been something like a boss. Since the man who came out bowed and spoke to Pavel as well, I assumed Pavel was under Ethan in rank. I wasn’t sure, but it made me feel better to at least be able to assume little pieces. 
 
   “Your room is ready,” the man said.
 
   “Good, Vadim. You will be in her detail. Derzhat' yeye v bezopasnosti.”
 
   “Da,” Vadim answered and then stepped slightly behind us, to the left of me. 
 
   I looked over my shoulder at him, but Ethan pulled me forward. “You’ll have access to the house later. For now clean up and wait for me in bed. Vadim will show you the way.”
 
   I stopped, pulling my hand from Ethan. “Get in your bed and wait?”
 
   “Is there something about that you didn’t understand?” he asked. 
 
   Where was the man from the car? He gave into his desire for me and for those moments, had been kind. I was looking at Pantera. Ethan, the one who asked me if I wanted him to kill my attackers disappeared. The same man who allowed me to work out in his gym under a watchful eye was gone. I didn’t see any softness in him now. No care or consideration, and it made me feel cold.
 
   “Is that all I am?” I asked, balling my fists.
 
   “I thought we cleared this up in the car,” he told me and turned.
 
   “Don’t you dare turn your back on me.” I felt Vadim move rather than saw him as I stepped forward. He gripped my arm and pulled me to a stop.
 
   “Your pizdá needs to learn respect,” Vadim said, spitting the word I didn’t understand like a curse. Ethan whirled around then took three strides before punching Vadim in the nose. Blood exploded as I jerked away. Vadim fell to the ground, spitting blood on the marble floor in the foyer.
 
   “You call her anything close to that again, I’ll kill you. You touch her again I’ll mount your fucking hands on my wall. Apologize.” Ethan’s voice was scalpel sharp and just as hard. 
 
   Vadim spit more blood before struggling to apologize as he held his nose. I could see how askew it was and knew it was broken. 
 
   “You didn’t have to break his nose!”
 
   “I’ll break more, and he will thank me for it. Now get your ass upstairs and do what the fuck I told you, you’ve caused enough trouble for one fucking night.”
 
   “I am not—” 
 
   Ethan jumped in my face, talking to me through gritted teeth. “You are what I want you to be, wherever, and whenever I want you to be it. I told you there was no turning back, and you stayed. Deal with it, or you won’t like how I do.”
 
   “Bastard.”
 
   “That’s a compliment to what I really am. Vadim, call Sasha and get that looked at. River, up the stairs, down the hall to the left. Our suite is the only one on that side.”
 
   Ethan turned and walked away, knowing I would do as he asked. I was too afraid not to. He was nothing like Derrick, I knew that. Ethan didn’t care to sugar coat the violence he used, or tried to smooth things over. What he did was punishment and he was lord over all those in his world.
 
   And I belonged to him.
 
   I turned and fled up the stairs, no longer caring about looking around the house or learning my way. His words rung in my head and I followed them without fail. A large set of heavy oak doors guarded Ethan’s personal space. I pushed into the room, taking only a moment to look hastily around the red and gold décor before seeing an open door with a large mirror on the wall. I went in and realized it was a vanity area holding a massive walk-in closet filled with clothes. 
 
   And some of them were mine.
 
   When I wasn't looking, Ethan made the move for me, orchestrating the way he would take over my life, and I was unaware, playing with his cock on the side of the road like some whore. I stumbled from the room to the next door into the bathroom. It was a spacious room with a big garden tub, separate from the stone-laid shower large enough for several people in it comfortably. 
 
   I hated it all. His money, his power, his control over me. And I hated most a part of me had fucking loved how he tore that little shit down for daring to disrespect me. I craved his sort of protection and care, despite the strings attached. It made me sick. 
 
   So fucking sick.
 
   Had Derrick trained me, rewired me to like violence, to like control? Was there some part of me that enjoyed my treatment? I didn’t know, and it shattered me. I stripped from my clothes, not wanting to have anything of him on me. I put the water as hot as I could take it and stepped under the spray.
 
   I cried, because I knew when he came into the room, I’d fight him, and then I’d let him take me. Not because I had to, not because I told him I would. But because I wanted him, wanted his strength, and I wasn’t so sure anymore if I wanted to kill Derrick as much as I wanted to feel safe.
 
   And how horrible that I thought I was safe with Ethan when he was the fucking devil incarnate.
 
   * * *
 
   There was a red silk nightgown on the bed when I finally pulled myself out of the shower. And Ethan was sitting beside it. I froze, clenching my towel tighter around my chest.
 
   “I thought you would have enough time to change into it before I got up here, but your shower took longer than expected.”
 
   “I needed it,” I told him, irritated that I felt vulnerable right when I got back on my feet again. 
 
   “Why?” he asked. The question surprised me. How could he not know?
 
   “This has all been a bit much.”
 
   “Because you fight it, River. I see how you look at me, how your body reacts to me. You want it River, and learning to go after Derrick may have brought you to me, but it’s not the reason that keeps you here now.”
 
   “You are delusional,” I told him. What he said was too close to what I thought already. 
 
   “One of us is, yes, but it doesn’t matter. Come here, River.”
 
   “Give me one night, Ethan.”
 
   “No,” he said, and stared at me. 
 
   “Please.”
 
   “Come here.” 
 
   I took one step forward, and then another, forcing myself toward him, or maybe fighting to stay away. I wasn’t so sure. Then I was in front of him, covered in only a towel. Until he lifted his hands and gripped it in his fingers. 
 
   “This is useless,” he told me, ripping it from my body. I stood before him, trembling with hard nipples, quivering flesh, and dripping wet hair. He placed his hand on my stomach and I felt his heat seep into me through a single touch. 
 
   “Mine,” he said. 
 
   I felt his brand burn through me. It took everything in me not to say no. I was not his. I couldn’t be. It wasn’t right, it shouldn’t happen, and we couldn’t do this.
 
   “Ethan,” I started, but he grabbed me and pulled me against his body.
 
   “You don’t say no to me, not when it’s a lie. If you ever say it and you mean it, I’ll let you go. Do you really want to say no to me?”
 
   Yes.
 
   “No. I don’t want to say no to you,” I admitted finally. To both of us.
 
   As fucked up as this thing was between us, I did want it, even if I couldn’t understand it. Even if I was the worst person on the planet for wanting it.
 
   “That’s what I thought. Don’t lie to me, River. Ever. But more importantly, don’t lie to yourself.”
 
   But I knew I would keep lying to myself. Until I got to Derrick, and then I’d be strong enough to get away from Ethan Kendall.
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   Biting off more than I could chew was usually not my problem. I usually choked it down or spit it out. River I was going to have to choke down.
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   Ethan
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   There were many things I learned in prison. How to maim, tear apart, and kill men with ease. I learned to use the night to my benefit and stay on top. But I also learned to read people. I could see anyone and within seconds I knew their weaknesses, what made them tick, and exactly the sort of person they were. 
 
   River wanted to be controlled.
 
   She craved it, and I could give it to her. There was no doubt the one thing that held us together was that she was willing to admit I could give her the tools to get her revenge. For me it was our deal, she was mine. It was that simple.
 
   But what she craved was something I was more than willing to give her. 
 
   It eclipsed everything else. 
 
   She belonged to me, and I would make sure she knew it. I would stamp it on her skin, inside of her, and in her mind until she knew it. Her body was amazing. All narrow lines, full breasts, a small waist, and a slight flaring to her hips. Her legs were the thickest part on her, barely guarding the bare pleasure of her pussy from my sight.
 
   “Beautiful,” I told her. And she was. Petite and small standing before me on the edge of fear and need. She hunched her shoulders and placed her hands over her stomach.
 
   “No,” I warned her. She wore badges of her life: four scars left from the gouging knife that spanned from under her breast to below her navel, cigarette burn marks on her hips, and nicks here and there that she couldn’t hide. And I didn’t want her to. 
 
   I stood and took her hands in mine. “This is how you will greet me when I tell you to come here from now on,” I told her. I layered her hands over the back of her neck so her back was arched, presenting her breasts. With a small push on her chin, I forced her head up a bit so she held it proudly.
 
   “Every inch of you belongs to me. You will show pride in that. I don’t give a fuck what that mind of yours is telling you. What matters more is this is the body I want, and as such, it is better than any little shit you see. Do I make myself clear?”
 
   She stayed silent, like I knew she would. Defiance and anger warred in her eyes as tears filled them. 
 
   “Answer me, River.”
 
   “No. I don’t belong to anyone but myself.”
 
   “Wrong. You have never belonged to yourself, and that’s just how you are. There is always the animal and the prey, River. Accept that.”
 
   She dropped her hands and stumbled back away from me, shaking her head. “I can’t do this.”
 
   “Too bad,” I told her. I was on her in seconds, gripping her wrists in mine and dragging her towards the bed. I held her against my body as she struggled against me. My nightstand was right next to the bed and I used my free hand to open the top drawer before rummaging through for what I needed. 
 
   The red silk rope slid through my fingers and I used it to bind her wrists together. She screamed as I pushed her down on the bed and then anchored the rope around one of the bedposts. 
 
   “Let me go!”
 
   I ignored her. I didn’t like liars. I hated them. But I hated those who went back on their words worst of all. She would have to learn that lesson tonight. We wouldn’t be fighting this fucking battle every time I went to touch her. I sat down next to her on the bed before I forced her on her knees and held her there.
 
   “We are going to straighten things out, tonight. This will be the last time we have this argument.”
 
   Her ass was in perfect condition, golden, tanned, and high in the air. I wanted to see it rosy, feel heat coming off it under my palm. I slapped one cheek, hard.
 
   “You fucking bastard. You worthless fucking murderer!”
 
   “You pathetic whiner, wanting the world to go your way,” I returned and slapped her other ass cheek.
 
   “I hate you.”
 
   “No, you hate yourself and it’s eating you up. Thing is, I don’t give a shit, but you do. The quicker you let it go, the sooner we can move on.”
 
   “What about Derrick? Is this teaching me? All you wanted me for was a piece of ass. That’s it!”
 
   “And you agreed. Who’s fault is that?” I slapped her again, harder this time. Tears were streaming down her face, but changes were happening. She arched under my hand, she gasped when I struck, and some of the rigidness in her body was waning. She needed this, wanted this, and didn’t know how to ask for it. 
 
   She would never have to with me.
 
   “Wake up, little girl. Fight me with more than words. With more than lies. Look how wet you are. How you lean into my touch. You want this shit, as much as I want to give it to you. Say it.”
 
   She bit her lip, refusing to give me the words, but I saw it breaking through her. I spanked her, over and over, switching cheeks. Her ass was red under my hand, my palm stung, and her tears filled the room. My cock was hard enough to snap through my trousers. I wanted her. 
 
   Her wetness slid down her thighs, greedily looking for more even as she cried out to get away. It infuriated me.
 
   “Say it. Tell me you want me. Tell me that you want me to fuck you.”
 
   “No.” 
 
   Standing up, I placed my hand between her shoulder-blades and forced her chest to the mattress. She was gasping, her hands clenched around the rope until her knuckles were white but she didn’t move out of position or try to get away. 
 
   I bent over and nipped her ass, kneading the pain into her skin with my hands before shifting once more. I let the fingers of one hand slip between her ass cheeks, pressing against the hole there and the smooth expanse of skin beneath it. I held her there then forced her legs wider apart with my other hand.
 
   “Let it go, River. Give me the control, and it will all be okay.” 
 
   The last hit, I angled between her legs, right over those pretty lips hiding her clit. She froze, everything stopping as she lifted her head and opened her mouth. No sound came out, nothing broke the silence. She was perfect, tied up to my bed, her body on the edge, her mind splintering between where to go. I flicked my wrist, grinding my fingers against her clit, and tossed her where I wanted her. 
 
   “Yes,” she screamed, and I felt everything clench. She shook and cried through her pleasure and I held her through it. I scooped her into my arms, ripping the ropes from the bed, and held her through it.
 
   This woman, an intrusion who pushed her way into my world, cried in my arms, and I held her like I wished I had so long ago. She was falling to pieces. I knew, because I had too.
 
   When I hadn’t been the monster, when I hadn’t thought I ever could be.
 
   Ethan, the man I didn’t know anymore, would have kissed her. He would have slid into bed with her and made love, because he had the ability to do so. Instead I held her silently, just held her, because I didn’t know if even my caress would be too rough.
 
   And I realized that maybe I did something I never should have. I danced too close to the flame, and I was burning up. Linked to her pain, her destruction, I saw the man I was now. And the darkness in me wanted to break her and put her back together just how I was until she was nothing more than my plaything. She’d be perfect, easy to control, and easier to toss away.
 
   But that small sliver of Ethan deep inside of me wouldn’t let me, and I wasn’t so sure who was holding the reins. Was it the fucked up soul that was trying to twist her into my image, or the broken spirit that still had more strength in its pieces than I had when I was whole?
 
   The question brought me to my feet. I had to get away. I turned to the bed and lay her down, her sobs lessening as she gave way to a troubled sleep. No one ever looked more perfect, and more damaged, in my bed. I left her there, racing out of the door, taking only long enough to call a man to guard the door before I was running down the stairs to the main floor. I passed through the living room, foyer, and then around the corner to the stairs that would take me into the basement. 
 
   There, surrounded by mirrors, I let the beast out. I ripped off my shirt, forcing myself to stare at my own scars. The puncture wounds on my chest and abdomen. Burn marks over my right hip, and more scars from bullets and brass knuckles. I looked at them all to remind myself who I really was.
 
   I couldn’t be the man she needed, and I had no interest in doing so. I would break her, one way or another, and it was that simple. Fuck her killing Derrick; I would do it, and she wouldn’t be any wiser. I wouldn’t make her stronger, I refused to give her the platform she needed to stand on in order to fight back.
 
   Because to do so would mean she could leave me too.
 
   I was a fucking cunt. A liar. A demon of hell. 
 
   And I couldn’t apologize for a single thing.
 
   I was supposed to be the very things everyone hated and feared. As I went through my stances, forcing my body through the positions over and over, my anger grew. Who was I to be soft, to give the fallacy of hope? It didn’t exist in the world, and I hated River for fucking with my head. For making me think, even for a moment, that what I became was wrong. For reminding me Ethan was still in there, clawing his way past the muck to reclaim his life.
 
   It wasn’t fucking possible, and I’d break her for trying to lead me down the path to the light.
 
   The light hurt. It hurt so fucking bad. It lifted you up and then tossed you to the ground, only to do it again. The light made you think that you’d survive life without having shit fuck up. I’d been in the light, with dreams for the future, a possible position with a major fight club and endorsements. I had a woman on my arm that I thought would be the one for me, and people surrounding me that loved me. That all disappeared with one fucking action.
 
   One horrible, irreversible mistake. And that was e-fucking-nough to lose everything. For everyone to turn their backs on me and to be flushed down the pisser. My world in East End of London disowned me, tossed me aside without a second glance. Wandsworth released me after they shattered my soul, and my spirit didn’t remember the last time it was whole.
 
   I didn’t want to try to go back. I refused to let it break me. I’d teach River the truth. Kicking and screaming, she’d understand life didn’t get better. My protection, my power, and my good graces were the only things she could depend on. Without me, she would have absolutely nothing.
 
   I’d teach her and then I’d be set. This bullshit obsession would be over and I’d go back to business as usual. I may be wrong to want an angel, but after I clipped her wings, she wouldn’t be so perfect, and I’d deserve her.
 
   At least I hoped that was the case. 
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   Learning things about yourself was never easy. But finding out you have failed yourself... That was the worst.
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   River
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I couldn’t breathe. I clawed at the hands around my throat, squeezing tighter, cutting off air and blood to my brain. My legs jerked uselessly. They felt like cement blocks were around my ankles.
 
   Breathe.
 
   I held on to that one thought, the one way to save my life. Darkness spun on the edges of my vision. And then I stuck out with the palm of my hand, hitting Derrick square in the eye. Oxygen. The sudden loss of his hands around my neck made the air taste sweeter on my tongue. I gasped and coughed, still fighting to get away. Somehow I kicked him right in the crotch and was able to struggle to my feet.
 
   “Get your ass back here!”
 
   I nearly swallowed my tongue. There hadn’t been enough time to plan my escape before Derrick came home. Now I was racing through back alleys, the scent of filth and decay thick in my nostrils. I didn’t know where I was, and the drugs he’d slipped into my drink made thinking hard. 
 
   Was the main street close?
 
   There had to be someone out there, somewhere close, who could help me. 
 
   “Help!” I screamed. I couldn’t hold on much longer. Pounding feet sounded behind me. I tried to blink away scalding tears, but I couldn’t. It was too much; I was too weak. The world tilted, concrete and glass buildings swerving in my vision as I tripped and slammed hard to the ground. Pain exploded through me as my knees skidded on the asphalt and I smacked down, splitting my lip. Everything in me screamed to get up, to run farther, harder, but I couldn’t make my limbs listen. They shook and jerked, leaving me helpless on the ground.
 
   “Help me,” I cried.
 
   “No one is worried about some two-bit whore who can’t handle her liquor.” 
 
   Derrick was there, standing over me with a vicious smile. I took one deep breath before he kicked me in the stomach. I gagged, my body attempting to spew what meager dinner I’d eaten, but nothing would come up. It was stuck in my throat, choking me.
 
   “I give you money, a place to fucking stay, and everything a woman could hope for, and you cheat on me? On me!” 
 
   He kicked again and I curled into a ball, too weak to argue. It was always the same thing, the same anger and imaginary excuses. I cheated, I didn't wash his clothes right, or I didn't have sex properly. Each lie more outlandish than the last until I was too nervous to move and was punished for that too.
 
   All because I fell in love with the wrong man.
 
   My lungs felt like sandpaper, grating against the inside of my ribcage. He knelt beside me and I covered my face with my hands.
 
   “Look at me when I’m talking to you,” he said. 
 
   I couldn’t, not anymore. He was going to kill me.. 
 
   “Please, Derrick, just stop. I promise I didn’t cheat.”
 
   It was useless to argue with him, but I was afraid, so very afraid. I didn’t want to hurt anymore; I didn’t want to be his punching bag. Five years of it was enough. He grabbed one of my hands and pulled it from my face. I covered as best I could with the other, but nothing stopped the punch. I bit my tongue and blood filled my mouth. Finally I could heave, tossing up everything out of my stomach.
 
   “I’ll teach you, bitch. I’ll teach you right and good.”
 
   He swung again, and stars swam in my vision. Each strike made me wish for the oblivion of sleep, to be free of him. Maybe if I did die, the pain would stop. I lost all of the meaning in my life because of him, and I didn’t trust anyone anymore. 
 
   “River wake up!”
 
   Screaming, I slammed into reality, the darkness giving way to bright lights. I couldn’t get my bearings as I clenched my eyes shut and fought off my nightmare. I could still feel Derrick’s hands around my neck and smell the scent of alcohol on his breath. I couldn't shake the memory that I almost died that night. The only thing that stopped Derrick was a homeless man coming back to go to sleep. Bless that man, but he screamed like a banshee until people started showing up in the alley. 
 
   I disappeared among their number, leaving everything behind, and taking my first step towards freedom. It was the first string of lucky events that night that helped me get away. The off-duty nurse who saw the fear in my eyes and took me home to fix up. The organization she got in touch with that gave me a thousand dollars, a bus ticket, and clothes to disappear. And, finally, the handler who  taught me to flip drinks like a pro so I could go anywhere, before sending me on my way so they could help the next woman.
 
   And now, as I looked up into Ethan’s hard face, I knew all of their efforts had gone to shit.
 
   “Let me go. I’m good now.”
 
   He did as I asked, but kept his eyes on me. His stare was uncomfortable and I looked away. I didn’t want him to see what was inside of me. He already took so much. I came apart at the seams, tossed into pleasure I never knew as he held me down and spanked me on the very bed I cowered on. He was just as much a devil as the demon fucking up my dreams. 
 
   And I knew he didn’t give one shit about my fear. He couldn’t care less that his treatment of me had rehashed so many bad memories. Because for him, it was as simple as it pleasing him, and I got some sort of sick pleasure from it. That was enough for him to take my choices away. He was worse than Derrick. At least I hated and feared Derrick enough that everything he did no longer could turn me off. It didn’t make me want to displease him just so I could enjoy his punishment. 
 
   With Ethan, that was exactly what I wanted.
 
   Even now, I could feel my body tightening up, looking over his ravaged body. He was a work of fractured art, a fucking connect-the-dots of wounds and old scar tissue over rippling muscle, and I wanted to trace a path between each nick. I wanted to feel the odd, smooth texture of the burn marks on him, trace the ridged rim of his puncture wounds. I knew Ethan was a monster, a beautiful disaster more imperfect than perfect, and he set me on fire. There was no way I could deny that.
 
   And that was what made me more terrified of him than I ever was of Derrick.
 
   “You were dreaming of him, in my bed.”
 
   I swallowed, my mouth going dry. What could I say to that? How could I appease his anger when I’d been helpless? When he’d been the one to cause it all?
 
   “I’m sorry.” I was pitiful, and it angered me. In the cacophony of my messed up thoughts, the only thing was to give in, to bow before his will. But that only made the anger worse. “No, I’m not sorry. You beat me, tossed me around like some fucking ragdoll, and then get bitchy because you gave me nightmares?” 
 
   The anger felt good. I felt like I had some control. I had a way of fighting. I couldn’t roll over and give in as if my wants and needs meant nothing. I came to him to find a way to fight, and I was going to learn how. Tooth and nail. Inch by inch. I was going to make it. 
 
   Or die trying.
 
   “You wanted what I did to you. He can never compare to me.” Ethan’s voice was dark and low as he leaned toward me. I forced myself to hold my ground.
 
   “Big fucking deal. You can hold a woman down half your size and take what you want.” 
 
   He smiled. A cruel, farce of a lopsided smile that made my insides clench with desire. “I don’t have to hold you down to get what I want. Whatever gave you that impression?”
 
   I trembled, suddenly cold and my anger washing out of me like so much water. 
 
   “If I wanted you spread out before me so I could eat your pussy until I was full, you’d do it. If I wanted you to hold that headboard while I fucked that ass, you’d do it. And River, if I told you come from it, over and over again, you would. My voice is all I need.”
 
   Deep and gravely, his voice pierced me in places I couldn’t keep hidden. In spots I didn’t know were there. He touched me in parts of myself I thought only belonged to me. 
 
   “What is wrong with me?” I asked it out loud but I hadn’t meant to. 
 
   “Nothing. You’re a sub, River. It’s that simple. No man could beat it into you, or out of you. There will never be a time you don’t want to give in. It’s the men you’ve chosen, River. You need control in a way most couldn’t hope to give you, and the ones who can don’t have it in them to love you like you want.”
 
   “I don’t want love, I just want to be safe.”
 
   “Oh, you want love. You want that missing softness that will give you security. It’s impossible to give, and not worth it to pine over.”
 
   Did I want love? Did I even know what it looked like? I didn’t know, and I couldn’t know. But I understood what Ethan was saying, and I felt the truthfulness in each word. Somehow,  I had to get some ground to stand on, some way to hold onto my sanity. I didn’t want to disappear beneath Ethan’s thumb and become nonexistent. Submission and slavery were two very different things. 
 
   But if I gave in, gave him what we both really wanted, could he temper it enough that I could feel free? I was too afraid to ask, but more petrified of losing myself. So, I lifted my head, took a deep breath, and asked the question that could shatter me, or save me.
 
   “If I…”
 
   “Go ahead, River. Ask me what you want.” That same cruel smile. I couldn’t tell if this was the best decision or not, or how he would react. But I didn’t think I had any other choice.
 
   “If I give in. If I admit that I want your control, the way you give it to me, can we start over? Can we stick to our agreement? I won’t fight you anymore, and I’ll do whatever you tell me. Anything. And after I kill Derrick, I won’t care about fighting anymore.”
 
   I closed my eyes after I finished, too afraid to see his face. That smile was burned into my mind, taunting me in the darkness. I’d exposed my soul to him, given voice to my needs, and maybe giving myself a way to learn more about who I was. This dark creature inside of me wanted things I couldn’t stomach, that I couldn’t understand. But Ethan spoke that language fluently, and I could, at least, trust he would give me everything I could ever dream of, and more.
 
   “Open your eyes and look at me. Learn to face your consequences, eyes wide open. Hiding in the dark won’t make them easier to handle.”
 
   I opened my eyes and my gaze was swallowed into his nearly black one. He held me there, waiting, and I barely breathed. I could feel my heart pounding, taste the anxiety on my tongue. Even that somehow was sexy, dirty, disgusting, and oh so perfect. He placed two fingers under my chin and used them to pull me toward him. 
 
   “This will not be easy on you, River.”
 
   “I don’t want easy. Easy doesn’t taste right.”
 
   He chuckled, and it was the first time I heard him laugh. Warmth spread through me, as stupid as it sounded. I made him happy. Me. I made Pantera happy and he wanted me. No one else could claim that. I belonged to the man most women feared.
 
   And I wasn’t so sure I could ever say I hated it again.
 
   “So be it.”
 
   I gave up my soul. I gave up, with barely a whimper, the woman I was trying to be. I failed myself. Forgive me, but somehow, I just didn’t feel that bad.
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   Best laid plans…
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    Ethan
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   You have something that belongs to me. I want it back…
 
   I stared at the note next to a picture of River in a hospital bed, IVs in her arms, gauze wrapped around her stomach, and my dark clad form bending over her as I wiped tears from her face. I couldn’t be sure if the man who sent this had audio from that room, but it was safe to assume Derrick, River’s ex, had found out who I was.
 
   “Who is this man?” 
 
   Pavel shrugged before he answered. “The man you didn’t want to know anything about.”
 
   I stared at him a moment before letting the picture slide to the desk. I couldn’t punch the fuck out of the old man for stating the obvious. Well, I could, but I respected him too much to do so. Through everything, Pavel had always been by my side. It was him, in that God forsaken prison, who helped me find my way from East End ass to bratva captain, and I was never going to forget that. Still, it didn’t sit well with me that the little shit who touched the woman who now belonged to me was threatening me.
 
   Oh, he didn’t say it in so many words, but I knew a threat when I saw one. I just chose not to use any fucking words when I did it. It wasted valuable energy that would be better served killing something. I hadn’t touched River in three days, giving her time to come to terms with the possibility of our relationship, and trying to come to terms with the fact I liked having her at my beck and call without fighting me every step.
 
   This asshole coming out of the woodwork wasn’t going to shake up my peace.
 
   “I want to know everything there is to know about this bastard. Where he comes from. Who his family is. Where he shits. Everything. And then I want you to get rid of whoever allowed him to get to me.”
 
   Pavel nodded and left the room. I wasn’t a man to be questioned and he knew it. Still, this could work to my benefit. River wasn’t near ready to fight this man, and I wasn’t going to let her anyway. This gave me the opportunity to move things along sooner rather than later. I wouldn’t be the man I was if I didn’t get information from the horse’s mouth, so to speak.
 
   “Vadim, have River brought to me,” I yelled. Vadim was never too far from my office door, and when I heard steps echoing I knew he went to do as I asked.
 
   River.
 
   Everything lately came back to her. My desire, my needs, this fucker coming for her, and my peace of mind. Every second I wanted to take her, possess her, but I stopped myself every time. She was dangerous. She was weaker than me, and she needed the edge of pain and control in ways I could never allow someone to give me. But she fascinated me, and reminded me of a past I tried hard to forget. 
 
   Somehow I knew she would rip the light from deep inside of me, force me to look at it, and deal with it, if I let her in. And I never wanted the light to touch me again. But yet, I couldn’t walk away from her. I wouldn’t. And there laid my dilemma. I wasn’t a man to run from anything, but in many ways, I was running from her. 
 
   As my office door opened I drank her in. She was in a pale yellow off the shoulder sweater with black yoga pants. Her face was devoid of any makeup and her hair was wild around her shoulders. She was perfect. My little doll. Mine. And some fucker wanted to take her from me. I wasn’t going to let that happen.
 
   “You wanted me?”
 
   “Tell me about Derrick Reese.”
 
   I found out more of him in her reaction than I thought. I finally looked at her. She wore her fear on her sleeve, her eyes going wide and her breath hitching. She gripped the back of the chair in front of my desk until her knuckles were white and then bit her lip.
 
   “Why do you want to know now?”
 
   I didn’t answer her, just turned the picture and the note  I was given around so she could see. She picked up the picture with trembling hands, but she only looked at the note long enough to read it before looking back at me.
 
   “Derrick Reese is the illegitimate son of Senator Connor Reese of New Hampshire. To keep him from going to the press and messing up the Senator’s campaign for president, Derrick is kept in money and out of trouble. His mother is some diplomat from overseas. I never got a chance to meet her.”
 
   A senator’s son. I wouldn’t be able to kill him outright, then. 
 
   “How rich are we talking?”
 
   “His mother is an heiress, so he already came from money. His father mostly keeps him with ready cash and carte blanche with most of his run-ins with the law. You saw some of what he could do when he put me in the hospital.”
 
   Yeah, and I should have asked these questions sooner. I hadn’t cared then, but I cared quite a bit now. Not that I gave a shit of how he twisted her up, what I wanted to know was from how many directions could he challenge me.
 
   “Does he have protection? Connections?”
 
   River shook her head. “I don’t know. He kept me out of a lot. That’s why I was always so careful with new people or trying to get close to anyone. He could have them on his payroll and I’d never know. I do know he has some cops and judges in his pockets. The few times I tried to press charges, everything fell through quickly, if they even filed any paperwork. He’s untouchable.”
 
   “No man is untouchable, River. Remember that. This changes things.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s enough that I’ve told you that. Let me worry about the rest.”
 
   “This is my life, Ethan.”
 
   “And it now belongs to me. I protect what’s mine.”
 
   “This was about me killing him. That’s why I came to you. It’s why I’m here.” She threw her hands up in the air, letting out a frustrated sound.
 
   “Let me do this.”
 
   “It’s not your choice to make.”
 
   “We had a deal! I give you everything I am and you give me him. That’s what we agreed on.”
 
   “You will still be mine long after he’s dead. What does it matter who kills him?”
 
   “It matters to me.”
 
    I could see that, but it wasn’t happening. I wasn’t letting River within a mile of this man unless it was at my side, with him at my feet, taking his last breath from my hand. He came to me, not to her, with his little fucking message. He knew who the real threat was.
 
   And I just ignored the fact that imagining her in danger twisted me up. It wasn’t real, any more than this farce of a relationship we were in, but it was enough for us. It would have to be.
 
   “Get Pavel in here to work me out. I can practice night and day until I’m ready. He knows where I am now. It’s only a matter of time before he makes his move.”
 
   Everything she was saying was true, but it didn’t matter. None of it mattered except what I said would happen. I needed to make sure River understood that, in the best way possible.
 
   “And you think you will be ready to kill him after a few lessons, is that it?” I stood up and circled around the desk. River froze, but she was on to me too late. She wouldn’t give away.
 
   “Ethan.”
 
   “I asked you a question.”
 
   “If you’d teach me some more, I would be. It can’t be that hard to kill someone who isn’t trained to fight like that. He hides behind whoever he pays. I never could fight back before, now I can.”
 
   “How long does it take to choke out a man?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “How long do you think it would take to strangle someone to death?” I was close to her, close enough to feel her body shaking. She had the right to be afraid. Some lessons were easier to prove than to tell.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Count. Very slowly now, or you’ll die quicker.”
 
   She screamed as I wrapped my fingers around her throat and squeezed. I held on as she wasted useless energy pounding my chest and trying to get away.
 
   “Count, River.”
 
   She tried to choke out words but I only tightened my grip. As her legs gave out I lifted her on the desk and stepped in between them. She was so fucking beautiful, even with her eyes full of tears, and her nails digging into my hands. I ran my free hand down her body, over her breasts and the slope of her stomach. Her body quivered under mine, and my cock thickened as I watched her. She’d be out soon. I could feel it. 
 
   But I could also feel the heat from her pussy, warming my palm. I used the heel of my hand to circle against her clit. She froze, waiting, dancing on the edge, as her oxygen left her body and placed her where touch and pain were closer to the edge. Where pleasure bit almost too sharply. I rubbed her clit again and loosened my grip a fraction. Her gasping breath was all that broke the silence before I ripped her knickers from her. I left the fabric bunched around her calves as I stepped in close again and worked my zipper down.
 
   So fucking perfect, so mine. 
 
   “Look how wet you are.” 
 
   She closed her eyes as tears leaked from the corners. 
 
   I bent over her and used my tongue to taste them. “Did you know there are different types of tears?” I asked in her ear. I rubbed the head of my cock against her wet slit, up and down. With every pass she grew wetter, hotter. Her nipples were little pebbles rubbing against my cloth-covered chest. 
 
   “Fear tastes bitter, sadness salty, and happiness warm and light. Desire, though, those take like a combination of it all. You fear what’s coming. You hate what you are letting me do to you. And you want it so bad you wish you could beg for it. I taste desire in your tears, River.”
 
   I slid into her slowly, feeling each ripple of her tight little cunt gripping my dick. She was so fucking tight. I had to grit my teeth to keep from coming. She arched against me, her hands falling away, her body opening up. She was giving in, forgetting her lack of air, no longer caring I could kill her right now. On the edge between pleasure and pain, anger and desire, hatred and love; she was giving in to me.
 
   And I realized I made another mistake.
 
   In trying to scare her, I ensnared myself. I wanted to take her, toss her into the sun, and keep her there. I wanted to explode with her, and I wasn’t going to get away with just having her and walking away. It angered me. 
 
   Utterly destroyed me.
 
   As I sank into her to the hilt, feeling her grip and release around me, I wanted to kill Derrick Reese for ever having her, tear apart any other man that came before me, and claim her in ways that she couldn’t imagine. I wanted her to be mine, all mine, and I wanted her to love every minute of it.
 
   Fuck me, but I wanted her to love me. Even when I knew I wouldn’t be able to ever love her. I was worse than I ever dreamed, and I couldn’t find a way to feel remorse for it. 
 
   So I did the only thing I could—fucked her and let myself sink deeper into the darkness.
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   What he did to me was horrible, nasty, and fucked-up. And I wanted him to do it some more and never stop... But killing Derrick mattered more.
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    River
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I was losing my mind. Absolutely losing my mind, but Ethan Kendall was a monster that utterly destroyed me. And I loved every fucking minute of it. I didn't know why, and I couldn’t explain it even to myself when he was away from me and I hated him again. But right now, his cock pushing in and out of me, his hand around my throat, and my mind splintering with pleasure, fear, anger, and desire, I didn’t want to be anywhere else.
 
   My pussy was on fire, unused to his possession and the girth of his penis. He was almost too big for me to take and he pounded deep inside of me with each dig. He was too much, and too little. 
 
   Yes, I screamed in my head, even though I knew he wouldn’t be able to hear me. I wanted it deeper, harder. I bucked my hips under him, trying to entice him to get rougher, force me higher. My clit was a pleasure-filled bud that was tight and rubbing against his jeans. Even that was bliss. 
 
   “I got you, detenysh. I got you.”
 
   I didn’t know what the word meant, but I liked how his voice softened when he said it. I liked that it belonged to me and stamped me as his. I knew it was wrong, but right now I felt too good to fight it. He hooked my leg up by gripping the back of my knee and resting my ankle on his shoulder. Then he leaned his weight onto the hand around my neck and pounded into me.
 
   I imploded.
 
   Nerve endings misfired, my vision blurred, I opened my mouth on a silent scream, and I came. For the first time in my life it felt like, I came. Every muscle in my body clenched so tight it hurt, and I couldn’t move, couldn’t lessen the blow as he rocked his hips. He moved faster against me, pushing me higher, and, somehow, I jumped to another level. 
 
   He released my throat, and that was painful too. My first deep breath felt like it was filled with glass. He ripped out of me and flipped me over on the desk. My ass caught fire when he slapped it. Over and over. I yelled, tears pouring down my face. One hit came close to my clit and I tried to move, time his next downward strike so that it would, but he moved. The next slap was on the back of my thighs, pushing my ass higher up in the air. 
 
   And then he slammed back into me, between one breath and the next. Sliding so deep I couldn’t tell if I cried because of the pain, or weeped from pleasure. It was too twisted, and I fell into it. I held the edge of the desk, crying out with each of his thrusts. My hips hit the unforgiving wood, but that was perfect too.
 
   I wanted this. I wanted Ethan. 
 
   The shock of it steamrolled through me. Because, on the edge, it was a bit more than want, and I was too afraid to admit that. I couldn’t. So I held on, and let my body take me away before my mind could ruin the best moment of my life. Before reality intruded and I remembered I was supposed to hate him. That I was only supposed to appreciate that he was a man who could give me what my body needed, but he wasn’t a man I could respect, or love.
 
   His cock was a masterpiece as it thickened inside of me. He moved his hips faster, and placed his hand in the small of my back. That anchor, one small expanse of skin, controlled me. I stilled beneath his hand, pushing my ass higher, and let go. 
 
   “Fuck yes,” he said.
 
   Fuck yes. 
 
   We clenched together, pleasure rendering us silent as we exploded. I felt his seed jutting inside of me and it sent shock waves through me. I was his. His stamp. His woman. His. My legs gave out. He pulled me into his chest and slid to the ground with me. I rested my head on his shoulder, trying to catch my breath.
 
   “Three to ten minutes, River.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “For me, that’s how long it takes for me to strangle a man. For you? Maybe five to fifteen. And that’s if they aren’t fighting you to get away.”
 
   “How could you—”
 
   “Because I am a killer and you aren’t.”
 
   That quick the euphoria was gone. He was the asshole again, and I was his plaything. I pulled out of his arms, and tried to ignore the feeling of his cock sliding from me. Feeling exposed, I pulled my pants up and walked toward the door.
 
   “Walking away won’t change the truth.”
 
   “No, Pantera, it doesn’t. But it does change the deal. It’s off, and I’m going to fight you every step of the way.”
 
   “You will only hurt yourself.”
 
   “I’ve got plenty of experience hurting. You are just another fucker I’ll learn to stomach too.”
 
   It was the hardest thing I ever did to walk out of that room, but I did. I kept walking until I got to the bedroom and into the bathroom. And then I collapsed. I barely made it to the toilet before I spewed my lunch. My stomach felt like it was one big knot and I couldn’t get it out. How the hell did I let him do those things to me? How did I enjoy it?
 
   Here I was, hugging a porcelain bowl and wishing I had never walked into Pantera Jiu-Jitsu with some wild fucking idea to enlist Ethan Kendall in taking me on. Now I was stuck with him, owned by him, and it made me sick.
 
   With pleasure no longer clouding my mind, I realized how fucked up what we did together was. Every time we touched it exploded into dangerous situations that could ruin my life. And finding it sexy was only because my one sexual partner other than Ethan, had been a sadistic bastard that got off on beating me. 
 
   Somehow Derrick messed me up inside, and now I was paying for it. But I’d get out. I had to. Forcing myself to my feet, I spit the last bit of muck out of my mouth before flushing the toilet. Then I got in the shower and turned on the water as hot as I could stand it. The spray stung, but it woke me up. It cleared the cobwebs out until I could think straight.
 
   I wasn’t going to stay here and let him have his way with me any longer. I had to get out. If he could renege on the deal, then so could I. As the idea formed in my head I finished my shower. Derrick never liked to have his toys played with, and maybe that could work in my favor. I searched for my phone in the room and dialed a number I memorized long ago.
 
   “Who is this?”
 
   Just hearing his voice sent shockwaves through me, but I forced fear from my voice. 
 
   “It’s me.”
 
   “So the bitch decided she’s done playing games.”
 
   “I’m sorry, baby. I don’t know what got into me.” It made me sick to talk to him with that same terrified and whiny voice he liked for me to use. But, for now, it worked for me.
 
   “You’re going to fucking pay for this shit, do you hear me?”
 
   “Whatever you want, baby. Just get me out of here.”
 
   “Find a man called Vadim. He’ll bring you to me.”
 
   Vadim? The dark-haired man that helped with Ethan’s security detail? I hesitated. Someone that tight inside Ethan’s camp was a traitor, and that was dangerous for Ethan. He could get him killed. Maybe I could find a way to let Pavel know when I was out safely. As soon as I got close enough to Derrick, I’d kill him, and it wouldn’t matter what happened to me. I’d be free of Ethan, and probably be rotting in some fucking jail cell, but I wouldn’t have to be afraid anymore.
 
   “River? Did you hear what I said?”
 
   What the fuck is wrong with me? I didn’t have to worry about Ethan’s men. I just needed to get the fuck out of here.
 
   “I hear you, baby. Let him know to get me out of here.”
 
   “I’ll meet you at that gym that sonofabitch owns.”
 
   “I’ll be there.”
 
   I’d be there, and he was going to die. I took my time dressing in another pair of gym pants and a tight fitting tank top. I needed everyone to believe I was heading to the gym. Ethan didn’t let me out of the compound, but if Vadim was with me, we could probably get through. I was finding a place to tuck some mace, in case I needed to disable Derrick first, when a knock sounded on my door.
 
   “Pantera says you get one hour at the gym.”
 
   I recognized Vadim’s voice, and was happy that he gave the excuse for me to get out before I had to come up with something to get passed my guard. I stepped out the door and nodded at him.
 
   “Good, I was going to do some working out downstairs anyway. Maybe I can do some mitt training today.”
 
   I walked with Vadim out of the house, shaking the whole way. It was hard to keep my composure as we went out the side door and headed towards a nondescript brown car. I was glad we hadn’t seen Pavel or Ethan on the way to the car.
 
   “You sure Ethan doesn’t know?” I asked once we got in the car.
 
   “If he did, you and I would both be dead.”
 
   “You’ll be dead when he finds out.”
 
   “Nyet. I’ve got enough money stashed that I can disappear once I hand you off. Keep your mouth shut and everything will be fine.”
 
   I was happy to do as he said. If nothing else, staying with Ethan this long taught me I was stronger than I thought, and I was worth more than a fuck. As long as I stayed away from men like him. I had to remind myself I was worth more than what he was willing to give me. Still, it was odd driving away from his home. Some feeling deep inside made me turn back and look out the back window until the house disappeared from my view.
 
   I was leaving a piece of me behind. 
 
   A piece that I didn’t need anymore, but a piece all the same. I conserved my energy as we traveled, going through my mind with a million different ways that I could hurt Derrick. Scenarios blazed through my mind. I had to be prepared for anything. Working with Pavel had taught me that. Derrick liked to go for my legs first, weakening them so I couldn’t run. But when he was mad enough he went right for my throat, going for the shock factor. I would bet any amount of money today was a throat day. A more dangerous situation, but easier to defend. I’d be ready for him.
 
   Or so I thought.
 
   “Shit,” Vadim cursed, and I couldn’t say a word.
 
   As we pulled closer to the gym, there was no Derrick in sight. Only the remains of a burning car and a bullet riddled body beside it. I could see the bloodstained face and knew it wasn’t the man I’d wanted to kill.
 
   But that wasn’t what made me freeze, and Vadim stopped the car. 
 
   No, that was Pantera. In all his fury, holding a gun in his hand, his cold eyes narrowed at the car, and Pavel was standing beside him, signaling. Revving engines made me turn around, just in time to see three SUVs blocking our way back out. I closed my eyes, fear making my blood run cold. 
 
   What, on God’s green earth, had made me think I could ever get away from him? Why did I think getting away so easy would have worked?
 
   “He knew I was betraying him. That quick, he knew.”
 
   I ignored Vadim, already guessing what he said was true. AlI could think about was what my punishment for this might be.
 
   “Tonight you will see why they call me Pantera.”
 
   That’s all Ethan said before turning away from me and heading to another SUV. But that’s all he needed to say. His soldiers converged on the car, and I could not see Ethan any longer. 
 
   “Just let me go,” I whispered.
 
   “He won’t. And I’m going to be the example of what happens when you try.”
 
   I was more afraid because he sounded terrified, but he wasn’t willing to fight what was coming. I knew it was because there was no way he could get away. And I was trapped with a monster who could incite such horror.
 
   I belonged to a fucking demon.
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   I kept what was mine. Or I killed them.
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    Ethan
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The sound of the buzzing needle was nearly drowned out by screams and whimpers. I could ignore them all, I was so pissed. Vadim had been part of my crew for nearly three years. Three fucking years, and had come with high recommendations. Whenever I needed someone to clean up a mess, to keep my gym protected, or follow orders, he was the one I delegated to.
 
   And now I didn’t give a shit about his screams as I watched my tattoo artist work on River. She had the fucking nerve to try to escape me. To go back on her word. It didn’t matter I made the decision to kill Derrick myself. She wasn’t ready, and it was that simple. Going after him would have only gotten her killed, and I was trying to save her damn life. Think she gave a damn? No. And now she was strapped down to a table while my stamp was permanently placed on her body.
 
   On the outside of her right thigh a panther crawled down her leg, his tail curling around the slope of her ass cheek. Next to it my name, Pantera, in my cant, would go. Most people looking at it wouldn’t recognized the language but I would, my people would, and those like us. One look and they would know she was off limits. That to touch her was to fucking die. 
 
   “Pantera,” she cried. Her eyes were squeezed shut, trying to block out the pain. I chose a less painful location, but the beast was big and black. A few hours passed and her endorphins were starting to fail her. I didn’t care.
 
   And she kept calling me Pantera.
 
   I hated it. Hearing that name from her mouth when she refused since the beginning to use it pissed me off. It was irrational, but it was there all the same. To her I was Ethan, and that was what I had come to expect. Now she tried to put distance between us by using my prison name. 
 
   It wouldn’t matter. If I had to chain her in my fucking basement butt naked then it was exactly what I would do. She’d learn there was no one who could save her from me and trying to get back into my good graces was the only way she’d ever be happy.
 
   “Please.”
 
   “You left me!” I roared. She left me. I couldn’t explain it, couldn’t even understand why it bothered me so much. I barely knew her, despite the time that had passed since she came into my life.  But I couldn’t stomach her not being there. I couldn’t deal with the fact that she thought to leave me. To go back to that fucker!
 
   “You didn’t give me a choice. It’s always the way you want it. Always your way. There’s no softness in you.”
 
   “You don’t want me because I’m soft, River.”
 
   “It doesn’t mean you have to be a fucking tyrant! I’m a person. I have feelings, needs, wants. Hell, I had dreams once. I was going to be an artist. I was going to do so much. And then Derrick took it from me. All I wanted was to get my revenge. To finally feel safe.”
 
   “Safe doesn’t exist. I thought I taught you that already. That’s why Vadim is enjoying having his fucking skin flayed right now. Because he was never safe. One chance with me. That’s all he got, and he failed.”
 
   Her eyes opened wide as she stared at me, barely breathing. The tattoo artist wiped away ink and blood from her hip before pressing the needle down again. She winced but she didn’t look away from me.
 
   “What is wrong with you? He was only trying to help me escape.”
 
   “No, River. He was going to help you get to Derrick, and then he was going to help Derrick get rid of you, after a while. He was interested in the bank roll he was going to get from the job. He never gave a shit about you getting away from me. He knew he couldn’t hurt you where I could reach him. He just misjudged my reach.”
 
   I watched as the truth washed over her. It was why I chose such a gruesome death for Vadim. He betrayed me, but, worse than that, he thought he could hurt what belonged to me. Pavel had been able to find out much more about Derrick Reese in a short time than what was expected. Derrick was sloppy, used to his money paving the way, and River’s fear to keep her quiet. He hadn’t been prepared for my network. And that was what had destined Vadim with a date with Sasha’s blade. 
 
   Sasha could use his hands for healing just as well as he could to kill. And he could keep Vadim awake and conscious until the last minute while he did it.
 
   But me? I wanted to hear his screams, feel somehow mollified that I almost hadn’t made it to saving her. Fifteen minutes. If I had found out the information fifteen minutes later, I wouldn’t have been able to get to my gym fast enough to waylay them. Derrick, the little prick, had got away, leaving his paid muscle behind to meet my gun. 
 
   I’d get him later. I’d make sure of it. Derrick made an enemy he never wanted to awaken. But first, I had to make sure that, no matter what, River was protected. She wasn’t going to like my solution, but I didn’t give a shit. I wanted her in every way. I wanted her giving into our passion, riding it out as I spanked her and wrapped my fingers around her throat. 
 
   I wanted her to rely on me and give me every part of her.
 
   Her attempt to run from me only drove my obsession with her to a feverish pitch. I wanted her to be so lost in me she never thought of leaving. That meant I wanted her heart, in brittle pieces if need be, but I wanted it. I’d make sure she never thought about leaving me again. 
 
   I don’t know where it came from, but there it was. While I planned a trap for Derrick Reese, and anyone who he was connected to, I’d tie River to me irrevocably. And that meant she needed to sign a few pieces of paper. I nodded to Pavel and he stepped forward with a pen and the paperwork.
 
   There was one way that I could make sure whatever she saw with me couldn’t be subpoenaed out of her. One way I could make her mine in a way that she wouldn’t be able to break. 
 
   I’d kill her first.
 
   “Sign it. You can move your hand enough.”
 
   “What is this? Pantera, let me go. Please. This was all a mistake. Just let me go. I won’t tell anyone about you or what you’ve done.”
 
   “You’re right, because the court won’t be able to make you.”
 
   She frowned, shaking her head. I lifted one hand, stopping the tattooist from working. She’d feel the burn soon from the fresh work as her blood pumped under it so I worked quickly.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Sign the papers, River, or you won’t like my retribution.”
 
   She looked at the papers, trying to read it, but Pavel shifted so he could grab her left hand and put the pen in it. He held her fingers around the stem as he lifted it to the paper. As I watched her face, she lifted her shaking hand and read the words on the top of the paper.
 
   “No.” It was barely a gasp, but I heard it. 
 
   “You don’t have a choice. There’s a wonderful thing in California, you know. It states that if you’ve been living together, as husband and wife, you can apply for a confidential marriage license. It was rather easy to prove, considering I paid all of your medical bills as your husband and have since provided care for you. Add a few clerks on the payroll and the paperwork was easy.”
 
   “No, no, no, no.”
 
   “River, I’m not going to ask again. I didn’t ask in the first place. Sign the fucking paper.”
 
   “Why can’t you give me a choice? Just once? One fucking time, can I make a decision for myself?”
 
   “No, because you don’t belong to yourself anymore.”  I ran my hand up her leg and stopped right under the tattoo that bore my mark. “You belong to me.”
 
   “Pantera, please.”
 
   Maybe if she had called me Ethan. Maybe if she was crying as she whispered my name, with those big beautiful eyes, and had never run. I mightn’t have forced her. But I couldn’t promise it. Right now, with Pantera on her tongue, and a no in her mind, I couldn’t give in. It wasn’t in my nature to listen when I was told no. Instead, I trailed my fingers up higher, closer to her tattoo, just brushing the sensitive skin. She sucked in a breath and cried harder. As I lifted my hand high in the air, over her tattoo, she signed that paper. 
 
   Then she threw the pen at my face.
 
   It poked me in the cheek, the force enough to prick the skin, but not enough to hurt. In retaliation, I smacked her fresh tattoo and then pulled the straps around her hands so she couldn’t move anymore. The tattooist hissed but resumed his work on her when I glared at him.
 
   I wasn’t a soft man, and I never would be. 
 
   But I couldn’t completely ignore her tears. She cried as if her soul was breaking. Deep inside, in the place I try to lock away, I felt a feeling I had never sensed before. Regret. I sat down hard in the seat as Pavel left with the precious paperwork that would make River Hoyt into River Kendall. 
 
   And I regretted striking, in anger, the woman who would be my wife.
 
   It was the first time I could ever regret having done something since going to prison. It was an alien emotion that twisted and grew inside of me until her cries made my chest clench. I didn’t regret having a man flayed alive. I didn’t regret having killed that piece of shit goon that hadn’t been able to get away with Derrick. I didn’t care I did so much dirt in my life I would never be clean.
 
   But I was ashamed I had struck her.
 
   My hands felt foreign, as if they didn’t belong to me. I watched as they reached for the ties around her waist, knees, and hands that held her to the table, and released them. Shock filtered through me as one hand pushed under her head and my fingers sank into the coolness of her hair. For the first time in years, I used my hands to soothe, rubbing her scalp with my fingertips. The other hand braced her hip so she could lean against me. I leaned forward and kissed the ravaged skin I struck, knowing the artist would move out of my way.
 
   And then I sat back, ink and her blood staining my lips. Before I could stop it, I spoke.
 
   “Stay still, baby. I won’t ever touch you in anger again.”
 
   And I knew I meant it.
 
   This woman, a slip of a girl who stormed into my gym nearly a year before, was now the safest person on earth. She would never feel the blaze of my anger, because I gave her my word. Oh, I’d still control her, still mandate everything she ever did in her life. But this moment, of her fearing me striking out at her, would never come again.
 
   I gained a wife... And lost my mind.
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   River Kendall. That was my name, and I tried, with everything inside of me, to hate the man who gave it to me.
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   Two Weeks Later
 
   I was getting married today.
 
   I was probably the worst bride in existence. How exactly was I supposed to be excited, surrounded by armed guards and Pavel standing waiting to marry me to Pantera? I hated that in California anyone could attend a Deputy for a Day class. Ethan thought of everything. Today wasn’t about happiness, love, or the start of a new beginning. 
 
   No, it was about control, lust, and darkness. Two souls that should have repelled each other, bound by obsession, need, and the shared passion for pain. And still, my heart pounded in my chest. I knew this was all wrong, and I couldn’t lift my head to look at Ethan’s face as I walked up his foyer towards the backyard where we were going to have our ceremony. 
 
   I was fitted for an A-line white silk dress with matching pumps. My hair was left wild and curly, at Ethan’s request, and my face bare of any makeup. And my bouquet? A mixture of white lilies and black roses. It was beautiful, and so much us.
 
   We were damaged souls that had once been so pure. And now we preferred the darkness, the razor’s edge. Somehow now, Derrick seemed so far away, and I changed so much. I found a man that could give me what I wanted, what I needed, even as I fought him at every turn. In return, he found the perfect woman to own, control, and intimidate.
 
   What we shared wasn’t soft enough to be love and it never would be, but it set my body on fire, and made my mind race. He kept his word and for two weeks when he was angry, he walked away. He slammed things, he punched mitts down in the gym, or he raged to the open air. But he never hit me.
 
   That wasn’t to say he didn’t punish me when I was bad. He did. Deliciously and repeatedly. But there was care there. A hesitation I hadn’t sensed before. And I was afraid. Afraid I would see the kindness in him as some sign that he was a real man. A person that I could fall for. That terrified me more than anything.
 
   Because logically I understood it was impossible. And losing my heart to him would be just as bad as losing it to Derrick, if not more so. But it was true nonetheless. Now though, I wouldn’t be able to get away. I would be River Kendall, wife of Ethan “Pantera” Kendall, ex-convict, killer, and ruthless businessman. Each step closer to him felt harder to take.
 
   How had I arrived here? How had my simple plans gotten derailed so much I couldn’t find my way back? I shouldn’t have been here, and yet I couldn’t get away. Didn’t truly want to get away.
 
   And that’s where everything fell apart.
 
   Along the line, through the fighting, through the fear, I was beginning to find out about myself. My pleasures, my desires, what made me fly. I excelled in captivity, and I relished the bite of punishment. It was a simple truth I had come to terms with. Ethan Kendall, though, not so much.
 
   I still couldn’t reconcile the man who would murder so easily, who nearly killed me, as a man who I could be happy with.
 
   “Look at me.”
 
   He didn’t speak loudly. He didn’t have to. My eyes lifted, my gaze getting lost in his, before I could even think to stop them. That’s what his control was like. Totally. Completely. Utterly devastating. He held out his hand to me and I placed mine in it. The world disappeared as I looked into his eyes. Tonight when he took me, I would be more than a plaything. Pavel’s voice was just a buzz around us.
 
   I spoke the words I needed to when it was time. Ethan made sure to explain to me that if I didn’t, it wouldn’t matter anyway, and I knew he was telling me the truth. At least by speaking, I could feel some sense of control, that I had been a part of this decision.
 
   Cool air danced over my face, I could smell salt from the nearby sea and Ethan’s cologne. His face was all that mattered. The tether by which the chaos around us made sense. His hands pulled me closer to him and I sank into his strength. When he cupped my cheeks I sucked in a breath, waiting. Always waiting for him. Always needing him.
 
   When he kissed me, my toes curled in my shoes and I finally let my eyes slide closed. He wasn’t gentle here either, angling my head back as he devoured my mouth. The strain hurt the back of my neck as he forced me to bend at an odd angle, but I held onto him tightly, trusting him to keep me on my feet. I gave in. My mouth was open, dancing against his as he conquered and traced every area inside. My tongue memorized the moist glide of his, taste buds craved his minty flavor.
 
   And as he pulled away, I missed his mouth against mine.
 
   “Welcome to my world, Mrs. Kendall.”
 
   His words sent chills up my spine. His touch, his tattoo, and sex with him hadn’t made me feel more his than those six words. We were tied, bound by a bond I couldn’t hope to break.
 
   “'Til death do us part.” His words were a promise and I acknowledged them as such.
 
   “'Til death do us part.”
 
   I was the wife of the boogey man.
 
   * * *
 
   “Where are we going?” 
 
   The tinted windows of our car blocked out most of the soft light from the outside world as we traveled up the freeway. Ethan hadn’t been forthcoming when he packed bags for both of us minutes after the ceremony was done. We stayed long enough to eat a light meal before heading out.
 
   “Do women always have to ask questions?”
 
   “No, but wives usually do.” He grunted and I felt a flush warm me. We seemed... Normal and it was odd and out of place.
 
   “What is this Ethan? Is this some sort of trick?”
 
   I don’t know what I was afraid of more, his kindness being some sort of ploy to claim me, or that it was real and I wouldn’t be able to protect my heart against him. I didn’t know. Maybe I was afraid of Ethan as a whole. He was destructive, powerful, and broken. I could see it, and I wanted to soothe his edges. But like a wounded animal I knew he would attack me for my niceness. I didn’t think Ethan knew how to let his guard down.
 
   “What are you talking about?” 
 
   “You. Being nice. The wedding. All of it.” There, I said it. I got the words out.
 
   “A bit late to ask now, River. You are my wife and there is nothing funny about that. It won’t change, and even after death, your spirit will belong to me. It’s that simple.”
 
   “But why?” 
 
   I hadn’t been able to understand why marrying me mattered. Why he changed after smacking my tattoo when it was first done. Overnight I got a different man that I didn’t quite understand. Nothing about us was common, and I was more used to screaming my head off at him or fighting him off. I didn’t trust the new him, I didn’t believe it could be real.
 
   “Because I wanted to.”
 
   “I’ve been with you long enough that you didn’t have to wait this long if this was what you wanted, Ethan. Tell me the truth.”
 
   “I don’t owe you anything.”
 
   “Fuck that. You married me, Ethan. That put things into a whole different light.”
 
   “And now you think you matter to me? Is that it?”
 
   “Don’t I?”
 
   Ethan shook his head, and some of the uncertainty vanished. He hadn’t changed, he just changed tactics. Somewhere in my heart, a piece of it ached.
 
   “What do you want from me? Hmm? I beat the shit out of you, you tried to run away. I treat you with decency, and you wonder if the shit is real. Make up your fucking mind. I’m still the same damn man. Tonight you’re going to fuck me until I am done with you, and then I’ll go handle business. If you are out of the bed by the time I get back, I’ll drag you back to it.”
 
   “I was wondering when you’d make an appearance. I just wanted to know what was real. I don’t like a liar any more than you do.”
 
   “That’s rich, River. You’ve been lying since you walked through my damn door. You didn’t want to kill Derrick. You didn’t want to be fucked up like me. No, you wanted to find the strongest man you could and have him do your dirty work. But your bullshit sensitivities made you fight it. That’s the truth. You don’t give a fuck about being married to me. In fact, you’re happy you are. You know there is nothing that cunt can do to you now. And you know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, I’m going to kill him for what he tried to do. Don’t fucking talk to me about a liar when you’re the biggest liar I’ve ever met.”
 
   “You don’t know shit about me! I was useful to you, for God knows what, and you kept me around. Justifying it with some bullshit about what I wanted doesn’t change it.”
 
   “Oh yeah? I don’t have to justify a fucking thing. Who the fuck cares I don’t know every little bit of your past? If your family mattered, or if you had any, you’d have gone to them. I know Derrick beat you and he scared you. You know I went to prison and it fucked me up. Our history is all about people that we aren’t any longer, so who cares?”
 
   Who cared? I don’t know. It felt like I should. That something in what we were doing couldn’t be right. But in so many ways, he was right. The people we were before the tragedies of our lives didn’t matter now. They didn’t exist. But that didn’t mean we couldn’t hope to one day get back to ourselves. To find some sort of balance and be happy once again. There was nothing wrong with hoping for that. Was there? Did we even deserve happiness after some of the things we’d done? 
 
   Vadim lost his life because of me and, other than the initial reaction, I hadn’t cared anymore about what happened to him. Did that mean something was wrong with me? Was some kind of wire was crossed that made me think of death as just another matter of business? I didn’t know. 
 
   I just didn’t know anything when it came to Ethan and our life together. And now I was married to him. Bound by words I could never take back. His band, a solid gold ring behind a solitaire four carat diamond, weighed heavily on my finger. I could feel it there at all times. And what did this mean now?
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked again. I didn’t want to talk about our previous conversation anymore, or think myself in circles. I had enough to get through tonight. 
 
   “To a safe area where I don’t have to worry about you while I plan how to get that wanker out of our lives for good.”
 
   “How long are we going to be there?”
 
   “For as long as it takes, River. However long it takes.” 
 
   He sat back in the seat and pulled me against him. I knew when he laid his head back and closed his eyes it was the end of the conversation. I may be the monster’s wife, but I wasn’t his friend, I wasn’t his confidant.
 
   And at the end of the day, he could still turn around and bite me.
 
   How had I ended up owned by a man like him?
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   She was pushing me to my limits, and she didn’t even know it. Problem was, I didn’t know how I’d come out the other side.
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   The shit with Derrick rubbed me the wrong way. Vadim was there too long, and had been too easily paid off. I knew  I could trust Pavel and Sasha. That’s why I brought Pavel with me and left Sasha behind to keep the tight ship running. Still, the bastard got way too close to River, and by extension, me. 
 
   She dozed, tucked next to me in bed. I hated this fucking house, and that made me want to rip Derrick’s head off with my bare hands and play in his blood. When I’d come to America I purchased a house to get on my feet with the money the Brotherhood had paid me from the murders I’d committed in jail. A shitty, dilapidated house that served its purpose of being a roof over my head and leaving quite a bit of cash for me to purchase what I really wanted.
 
   My gym.
 
   This house represented everything I wasn’t anymore. Why? Because tucked inside of it were letters, memorabilia, and the smell of my past. Why didn’t I get rid of it all? Because it was here as a reminder of all I lost, and how dark things could get if I started believing in happy endings.
 
   Even River. As much as I wanted her to be mine, claimed, and controlled, I knew that one day I’d destroy her too. She didn’t have to fear any man in the world because I would incinerate anyone who came close—except me. I knew thinking that I wouldn’t end her life one day, because she tried to run one too many times, or she fought me too hard, was stupid. I wasn’t a man with any bit of softness or understanding.
 
   But, fuck me, I wanted to try. I think that was what messed me up the most. For her, seeing her cry, seeing her break under my hand, both excited the shit out of me and made me taste shame so foul I wished I could spit out my soul.
 
   My wife should never have to worry about me hurting her, suffocating her with my presence, or breaking her. But River did. I knew she understood that. I could see it every time I made her fear me. She knew her death was just around the corner.
 
   I was so fucking sick.
 
   And those feelings only made dealing with Derrick and this house worse. Derrick’s money was dangerous, but not enough to get close to me. Someone helped him. Someone with some clout. Coming here solved a few problems. It was easier to defend, because no one knew about it, absolutely no one but Pavel and I, and that meant I was safe. If Pavel betrayed me, even my greatest skill may not save me. 
 
   Secondly, I was closer to some very important contacts. The seat of the Western Council of captains was a mere fifteen miles from my location. One of them betrayed the code for money. We may have no care, no love for human life, but we had rules between us, and they were followed strictly. I was going to take the head of whoever helped Derrick get to me. In case of fallout, River was going to be somewhere safe, and Pavel knew what he was supposed to do if things didn’t go as planned.
 
   That didn’t ease my mind though. Plan or not, River fucked with my head. This place around me played with my senses, and that put me in a dangerous, very dangerous, place. So I pulled away from River and got my ass out of bed. It was late enough that I’d piss a few people off by waking them up too, but anger made people sloppy. Sloppy meant they could let something slip. The sooner I found out who the fuck I was dealing with the better.
 
   Pavel rubbed his eyes as I came down the stairs. He was sitting at the base, in a chair, facing the door with a gun in his hand. 
 
   “Hunting is slow this evening, my friend,” I said to him formally in Russian. “Take a rest.”
 
   “It was on my watch. That whore touched your woman while I was there. I missed it. I will not fail again.”
 
   “He was bratok, it would not have done good to think he’d screw us, Pavel. We both missed it.”
 
   “And it nearly cost you the girl.”
 
   “Yeah? And you helped me save her getting to me on time. I never asked, how did you figure it out?”
 
   “Derrick Reese spent a short stint of time in a jail in general population about four years ago, before his worthless father could get him out. It was around the time Vadim took that burglary rap for Viktor, you remember?”
 
   “Yeah. You made that connection?”
 
   “Vadim’s eyes followed your woman too much when you weren’t looking, and he was too eager to take over guarding her in the last week. It made me look into who was in the cell with Derrick. Didn’t take long to get a roster. The rest? Well, I can’t give you all my tricks, da?”
 
   “You did good, avtoritet. It’s the best you could have.”
 
   I wasn’t used to calming my men, but Pavel, he was like a father. Deadly, rough, and wily, but the best man I’d ever known. He’d saved my ass more times than I could count in prison. I made sure he got out soon after me, and he hadn’t had to want for a fucking thing. That sort of loyalty couldn’t be bought, and I made sure Pavel knew he was appreciated.
 
   “What are you out of your bed for this late?”
 
   “Something is bothering me about Vadim.”
 
   “You think one of the bratok helped him? One of the heads of other families?”
 
   “It’s possible. They don’t always like how I’ve taken over, not being of the motherland. I’m good enough to use to kill, not always good enough to be true bratva.”
 
   “In the old world you never would have gotten your marks. Maybe a few, like your skulls for murder, or tiger for enforcer, but never the stars. The new world, though, is about money, and that means we have to diversify. There are some clinging to the past, but they will die off soon enough. Either by natural causes, or by one of their own.”
 
   “But before that death, who would like to see me in the ground? Turning my men against me for something as simple as a woman, and choosing one so close to me was a message.”
 
   Pavel nodded. “You are weak, and even those close to you don’t respect you. They do not know Pantera very well. Vadim, I vouched for, and if you want my blood to pay, then so be it.”
 
   “I got my pound of flesh from him, and you brought him to me. The debt is paid. But if you fail again, Pavel, I will give you a traitor's funeral.”
 
   It was necessary, even if I hated making that promise. If Pavel vouched for another man who wasn’t worthy, I’d have no choice but to kill him and hang him, tongue pulled through a gash in his throat, and body stripped of all his tattoos, so others may see I was never to be failed.
 
   It would not come to that, but Pavel was old school, and he knew I would do it. That was enough to assuage his guilt. He nodded and closed his eyes.
 
   “Accepted, vor. Accepted.”
 
   “To the problem at hand, though. Get a conference called. I want to speak to the other vors as soon as possible. For every day I wait, I kill one of theirs.”
 
   “You incite war if you do.”
 
   “No, one of them did, when they joined that shit to hurt River. The rest is fucking acceptable collateral damage. They will turn over whoever they have to.”
 
   Pavel didn’t argue with me further. Instead he got on his phone and made a few calls. While he did I walked out the front door. The salt on the air was sweet on my tongue. Even my fucking taste buds were crooked as shit. Dammit, I never should have walked my ass into that hospital when River had been hurt.
 
   Never should have acknowledged that drop in my stomach when I saw the news with the unknown woman attacked in her hotel room viciously. I knew it had been her, and I’d felt… Guilty. 
 
   And the guilt had been so foreign that I planned on killing her in that hospital, right under the nose of the cop watching her door. That was until I saw the tears in her eyes. The relief that I was there. I’d been a monster so long I didn’t know what it felt like for someone to need me, just me, so bad anymore. I didn’t know seeing that look in her would make me feel more man than beast. And so, instead of ending her life, I saved it.
 
   I owned her life. It belonged to me.
 
   And I would make sure it stayed like that.
 
   “Vor, they say the meeting can take place in three days.” 
 
   I closed my eyes and made the decision that would start things going downhill. River would understand, in so many ways, that she married a man that couldn’t know love because I only could understand pain.
 
   And she could never get away.
 
   “Tell them that they have a day. I expect to have a meeting place by tomorrow night, or I make good on my threat. Keep an eye on River. If she tries to leave the house, you put her in lockup if you have to. It won’t be safe enough to leave these grounds once I start.”
 
   “Where are you going now?”
 
   “To get things set up in case they don’t call.”
 
   “She won’t understand all of this. She isn’t a wife brought up with the family.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Sometimes it is better to catch bees with honey, than vinegar.”
 
   “The saying goes it’s easier to catch bees with honey, Pavel.”
 
   “You understand my meaning.”
 
   “And you know why it won’t matter. Her life is protected, because it’s tied to mine. That is all.”
 
   “And you don’t care for this woman? Even a little?”
 
   “I can’t, Pavel.”
 
   “Pantera, I have seen you do many things. All of them destructive. Filled with anger and cold hard revenge. But no one can hate so much if they hadn’t loved as deeply.”
 
   “What love existed for me is long gone, Pavel.”
 
   “I will pass your message to the others.”
 
   That was Pavel, never asking questions about my methods, never pressing to see how I planned to move forward. And the fucking shit worked every time. It left me wondering, left me thinking. But loving River? It was impossible. She wouldn’t survive my type of love. The jealously, the anger, the rage.
 
   She’d burn up in the fire. No, what I had to keep was the cold helplessness that didn’t believe I deserved to live, so it didn’t matter if I died. And because I didn’t care if I died, I fought harder, nastier, dirtier. Falling in love would mean I cared, would mean I had to face so many emotions buried deep enough that they could destroy me.
 
   “Give her a knife, Pavel. She’s small, and they will underestimate her. If she ever has to fight without me, I want her to be prepared.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   No, I couldn’t love River. But while she belonged to me, for however long that was, she’d have the darkness she always wanted. Have the protection, danger, and that knife edge pressed to her throat that made her heart pound. 
 
   Because any more than that, I couldn’t handle.
 
   Me, the monster, the thing that lived in the dark, was afraid of a woman.
 
   Fuck.
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   Married for only a few days, and I was all alone. Trapped. I couldn’t go anywhere, ask anything. I was starting to wonder if I should have let Derrick break my fucking neck.
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    River
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up alone. I hadn’t expected Ethan to stay with me, he wasn’t that sort of man. That didn’t meant part of me wasn’t saddened he hadn’t at least attempted to stay with me. It was our damn wedding night, no matter how much of a farce it was. I crawled out of bed and hissed at the cool hardwood floors under my feet. 
 
   “Freezing,” I complained. “I probably should talk to myself. I’d have more fun than talking to Ethan.”
 
   “Probably would.”
 
   I spun around at Pavel’s voice. He came further into the room, holding a tray with a plate full of eggs, bacon, grits, and toast. Couldn’t exactly complain about that part. Him barging into the room though? That was open game.
 
   “Why does everyone in your group just come into a room like you own it?”
 
   “Maybe because we do?”
 
   “I’m Ethan’s wife, shouldn’t that mean I own some of it?”
 
   “Not when you’re a wife in name only.”
 
   So it was true, that didn’t mean I didn’t fucking seethe hearing it. “I didn’t beg to marry him. He chose to marry me, so don’t sit there and act like I don’t mean shit.”
 
   “River, you mean as much as you think, and how much you can prove,” he said as he put the tray down on the end of the bed. 
 
   “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “It means exactly what I said. You aren’t stupid. You know Ethan isn’t just some thug running around.”
 
   “I read somewhere he had ties to the Russian mafia.”
 
   “That is just the tip of the iceberg, and you may never know all of it. But we respect strength and power. Action. Ethan has proven that, and continues to.”
 
   “Why are you telling me any of this?”
 
   “Because you are the wife of a vor, and should understand it. What you do reflects on him, and can bring him harm. You wanted his protection, and you got it. Then you ran away like a child when things got too hard. That isn’t a vor wife. That isn’t strength. Hell, that’s not even a woman trying to be a killer. That’s a woman playing at things she doesn’t know anything about.”
 
   I balled my first, anger rushing through my veins. “You know what? Fuck you. I’ve been begging Ethan to teach me to kill, and all he’s done is fuck me or play games. Neither helps what I’m trying to do. I want my revenge on Derrick, that’s it.”
 
   “No, what you want is to be controlled. What you really need is a firm hand, but your weakness will fucking hurt that man. He’s doing all of this shit for you.”
 
   “Doing what? He doesn’t tell me anything. All he said was we were coming here so he could plan how to get to Derrick. But he won’t let me know anything else.”
 
   “And why should he? Do you even attempt to figure anything out on your own? Think!”
 
   I was too angry to think. It wasn’t my fault Ethan didn’t let me into his world. It wasn’t my fault I hadn’t been able to get free and get to Derrick. And then I realized that maybe I sounded a bit like a fucking petulant child who didn’t get her way. The thought deflated me. I sat down on the bed heavily, my mind buzzing.
 
   Yes, it was true that I liked what Ethan did to me. It set me off, started my engine, and blew my fucking head up, but I hated that he didn’t care when he was finished. Nothing could change the fact that as much as I loved his darkness, I wished that he had a bit of softness to make me feel better. 
 
   It was true that I wanted to kill Derrick, that wasn’t a lie. But I also knew my plan to get to him hadn’t been well thought out, and I wouldn’t have succeeded. The bastard deserved to die, but maybe I had been too single-minded on the how, without acknowledging what may have been the better course of action.
 
   And Pavel stood before me, disappointment on his face, and I was ashamed. Shit. I went about so much of this wrong because I didn’t have my own strength. I didn’t understand what needed to be done, and I just bulldozed my way through a world I didn’t really understand. Ethan shielded me from most of it, but he couldn’t keep doing it, and not open himself up to danger. Like Vadim.
 
   Shit. 
 
   Vadim had been flipped because of me. Derrick had no qualms about collateral damage, and Vadim had been worth getting me. But Ethan took a hit, one of his most trusted men, turning against him. But how had Derrick been able to get to him. How had he known that much about Ethan? No matter how much money he had, Derrick didn’t run in high organized crime circles. If he had, I would have been captured a long time ago. 
 
   That meant Derrick had help. Someone close to Ethan, or understood their world. 
 
   “Who betrayed him?” I asked then, finally finding my voice.
 
   “Now the student is ready to learn,” Pavel said.
 
   “Was this another lesson?”
 
   “I’m always your teacher, River. Fighting is only so much. You have to change your mindset, the way you see our world. You have to understand it.”
 
   “Because he married me.”
 
   “Because you love him.”
 
   I shook my head, but the words wouldn’t come out to deny him. It didn’t matter, I wasn’t ready to admit to that, even if it were true. Ethan and I had way too far to go, too much to learn about each other, and how we could be together before I could deal with that.
 
   “For now, let’s leave it at 'because I’m his wife.'”
 
   “If that is what you want. A bratva wife is expected to be brave, strong, and sometimes, just as deadly as her spouse. There should be no man but her husband, that she is willing to bow down to.”
 
   Was that who I was now? A bratva wife? A woman who was to follow her husband’s command? Did I have a choice to be anything else? Hell, did I want to be? 
 
   “Where is Ethan?”
 
   “Working. If everything goes well, he will be back soon.”
 
   “And if it doesn’t?”
 
   He didn’t answer me. Instead he left me in the bedroom with my breakfast and thoughts.
 
   Great. 
 
   * * *
 
   I was waiting on the front porch, enjoying the waning sunlight and cool breeze, when Ethan finally drove up. He brought me to a beautiful place. The Colonial style home was painted white and black and surrounded by grapevines. I had a feeling it was a vineyard, one that helped Ethan make legitimate money, like the gym. But I wasn’t sure. It was part of the reason I was waiting for him outside. I needed to know more, to not be so blind.
 
   That and I missed him.
 
   It was odd. We didn’t spend much time just speaking, but the night before we had, in our own way, and it was different. I thought that if we had more of that, with no lies between us, things would be so much easier. 
 
   At least I hoped so. 
 
   He walked up the drive slowly, looking right at me. It touched me in a different way, these few minutes when I was just a woman waiting to talk to her man, and he was looking at me with knowing eyes. A normal man, understanding that this was that talk time. 
 
   We were anything but normal.
 
   “What is it, River?”
 
   “If I ask you some questions, will you tell me the truth?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “At least that was honest.” 
 
   He sighed before tucking his keys in his pocket and sitting down next to me on the porch. 
 
   “It depends on what you ask me, River. Some things I can’t tell you.”
 
   “I need to understand how my actions affect you, and how I’m expected to act.”
 
   “You act as I tell you, and do what I say. It’s that simple,” he said, staring at me. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I meant as a bratva wife.”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “You’ve been talking to Pavel.”
 
   “I just want to know what’s going on, Ethan. Keeping me in the dark only makes me lash out. I push so hard because you don’t give.”
 
   “Why should I give? You don’t understand what’s going on around you. You don’t realize you don’t have it in you to kill Derrick, not really, and you can’t fight this battle. Telling you anything won’t make sense to you.”
 
   “I know I’ve been difficult, but you haven’t been a walk in the park either! Look, we both are set in our ways, and I see that, but that doesn’t mean we can’t come to some sort of arrangement.”
 
   “We tried that, it didn’t work.”
 
   “That’s because you didn’t keep up your end of the bargain.”
 
   “River, I don’t have time for this. It’s been a long day, and I’m waiting for some important calls. Let’s go to bed. I need relief.”
 
   He got to his feet, assuming I’d follow him, but I stayed put. I tried to keep a lid on my anger, but it seethed. I was trying. Hell, I didn’t want to, but I was, because I was stuck here no matter what. I knew this, but I wanted things to go better. 
 
   “Ethan, you never give me a choice.”
 
   He turned on his heels. “Not this shit again.”
 
   I jumped to my feet. “No, you listen. I’m sick of being ordered around like some fucking dog. I don’t give a damn how much I like how you fuck me. I don’t even care that I like that you are such an asshole to me sometimes. I know I’m messed up in the head, and maybe that’s the only way we could ever work. But at least try to see things my way.”
 
   “What is it you want me to do, River? See you like an equal? Treat you like some pampered woman I can coddle?”
 
   “Maybe. What the fuck is wrong with that?”
 
   “You haven’t earned it. You want my respect or that of the others, you fucking earn it. My world is all about what you claim for yourself, and as long as you haven’t done a fucking thing but open your legs, there isn’t much more that I can give you.”
 
   It pissed me off. I wanted to claw at his fucking face and tear his skin off his back. Earn it? I deserved respect because I was a human being. I didn’t have to cower and scrape just to get by. But I looked in his face, and saw the truth. He believed it. That was the only thing he understood after the hell he’d been through. He didn’t trust anything that was handed to him. He believed in himself because he created his own image. He was the man he was because he did the work.
 
   I felt broken. It was impossible to get back the woman I was before. After Ethan and Derrick, I just couldn’t. And I didn't know if I even wanted to. All smiles and golden skies didn’t please me. I wouldn’t trust it. I would always be looking for shit to fall apart. I would always wonder how real any of it was. 
 
   And maybe, in that way, I was more like Ethan than I ever realized before.
 
   “Teach me,” I whispered, afraid. Afraid that Pavel was right, that I was falling in love with a monster. Afraid that Ethan was right, and I’d never earned shit in my life, and that’s why I was only given shit. Afraid he’d say no, and I wouldn’t know what it was like to have respect blazing in his eyes.
 
   Because right now, that meant more to me than I wanted to admit.
 
   “What?” he asked me. He stepped closer to me, bending his head towards me.
 
   “Teach me.”
 
   “Teach you to what, River?”
 
   “Teach me how to earn my place.”
 
   Because I asked him for the wrong thing when I first met him. I never should have asked him to teach me to kill Derrick Reese, because I didn’t understand what that sacrifice would do to me. I should have asked him to show me how to be stronger. To be more than some victim crying about shit. I should have asked him to make me a woman worthy of being his.
 
   Because that’s what I was asking him now.
 
   “Teach me how to be yours.”
 
   When he closed his eyes and pulled me into his arms, I felt small. So small, falling in a gaping abyss. I’d either crash on the ground or I’d learn how to fly. One painful claw at a time, I’d learn how to be stronger.
 
   “Come to bed, River.”
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   I let his touch burn me. To ashes. Because eventually, I’d rise again.
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    River
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He carried me to our bed. We stayed silent. I didn't think there was much we could have said. There was something different between us now, some wall had been broken down. Maybe because I wasn’t going to fight what I wanted anymore; maybe because he finally said yes.
 
   Whatever it was, I wouldn’t question it because my whole being was on fire. He let my body slide down against his until my feet touched the floor. 
 
   He held my gaze with his as he ran his hands over my shoulders to the neck of my shirt. Then he bunched the material and pulled, ripping it open. Sucking in a breath, I helped him get the rags off me. He didn’t take my bra off. Instead, he pushed his fingers into the cups and pulled my breast up and out so they were framed with black lace. 
 
   Finally his gaze dropped as he looked at my breasts. Fuck, just his eyes on me made me hot. I could feel my nipples stiffening. I wanted his mouth and teeth against my body, his special bite of pain to make the pleasure sweeter. I needed it. He was being too nice, too sweet. I needed more. I gripped his shoulders and dug my nails, piercing his shirt. He chuckled, a dark sound that went straight to my pussy.
 
   “It’s coming,” he promised. And then his hand was at my throat, just tight enough for me to know it was there. 
 
   As his head lowered he pushed me back by my neck, bowing my back over his arm. When he pulled me closer to him he sucked my nipple into his mouth. I could feel his tongue working over the tip, teasing it, a moment before hit bit down. Yes. Just like that. That was what I wanted. I threaded my hands through his hair and held his head to my body. Raking my nails over his scalp, I tried to pull him closer, but his fingers tightened on my throat. 
 
   “Fucking impatient,” he said around my nipple. My world shifted when he pushed me back. I fell on the bed with a little bounce. He was the sexiest man alive as he walked around the bed to a side table and rummaged through the drawer. 
 
   “This will help.” The long red rope blazed in the dim light. “Lift your legs and grip your knees. Make sure they are nice and spread.”
 
   I did as he requested, opening my legs and gripping my knees. Ethan used the roped to bind my hands to my legs, looping the rope around and around on both sides. Then he ran his fingers over my pussy, his touch muted by the cloth of my pants.
 
   “In the way.” He gripped the hem, with my panties, and pulled them up my legs until they met where the rope was tied. I was secured and couldn’t move my legs much at all. 
 
   “Now let’s show you what that impatience has gotten you.”
 
   He got off the bed and stripped. There wasn’t much of him that didn’t have some sort of nick or scar. His stars were large on his chest. But now I noticed more, the tiger on the right side of his body, climbing up his rib cage. There were skulls riding his left hip. Marks of danger, his life, and so much more. The ink was an odd faded blue, but they looked beautiful against his skin. He’d gotten the work done in prison, he must have. 
 
   He was so battered, a warrior who had survived a multitude of wounds. And he was mine. His cock, sitting out so proud and thick was mine. It would be inside of me, driving me crazy. I wanted it.
 
   “Is this what you want?” he asked as he gripped it. I watched him pump it. The head was almost red as it leaked. 
 
   “Yes,” I answered him.
 
   “Open wide.”
 
   I did as I was told. He climbed on the bed straddled my chest. The angle was odd, but it worked when he shifted his hips forward and his dick slid between my lips. He tasted so fucking good. Hot and salty against my tongue. He worked his hips, going deeper into my mouth. Each glide of his cock into my mouth made my womb clench. He was big enough to stretch my lips wide. 
 
   “That’s it. Suck it.” 
 
   He rose above me and twisted his hand in my hair. He used the anchor to help angle my head back and he slid deeper. Almost too deep. I swallowed, trying to relax. I never took a man down my throat, and the urge to gag hit me. 
 
   “No, take it. You wanted it so bad. Take all of it. If you had waited, I would have gone slower.”
 
   He pinched my nose and pushed his hips down. I tried to inhale through my mouth and couldn’t, he slid in instead. It felt odd, constricting. He worked his dick in and out of my throat, until I felt almost raw. I couldn’t breathe as darkness winked in and out of my vision. 
 
   “Fuck, just like that.”
 
   I couldn’t explain it. I felt light, like I was floating in the air. I wanted to struggle, felt tears slide down my face, but I could feel moisture leaking from my pussy. As his groin pressed against my face over and over again, all I could do was marvel. I was taking him all, down my throat, swallowing him. Then I was heavy. I couldn’t keep my eyes open, and my toes felt numb.
 
   “Stay with me.”
 
   I tried to force my eyes open, to look at him, but I couldn’t fight it. Then he pulled from my throat, the sudden exit making fire blaze over my nerve endings, and I could breathe. I took a breath, gasping, as he slid down my body. I couldn’t get my bearings as he got behind my tied legs and pushed his cock against my pussy.
 
   “Stay the fuck with me.”
 
   His demand couldn’t be ignored. I forced my eyes open and oxygen into my lungs as he slammed inside of me. All of it together was too much. I was coming, riding an edge I hadn’t known existed. His cock battered my pussy, opening it nearly too wide. I couldn’t scream, couldn’t move. 
 
   Everything around us disappeared. All I cared about was that fuzzy place in my mind where I was trapped by pure pleasure. I didn’t care how much it hurt, or how rough he was being. His nails biting into my thighs were pinpricks of fire, his cock the magnetic north of my compass, and his voice my guide. 
 
   I followed him, blindly, letting go. I didn’t need to think or reason. This was us, fucked up, rough, and dirty. I didn’t need softness here, because I didn’t worry he’d take me too far. I gave my body into his keeping, and it was the most wonderful feeling I ever had.
 
   “Yes!” I finally screamed. Ethan laughed, lifting my legs higher. The angle change drove him deeper, hitting some pleasure zone. Each thrust was painfully perfect until all I could do was ride the waves.
 
   “Come again,” he demanded. He let go of one leg and ran his nails down the inside of my thigh. That was all the preparation I got before he slapped my clit. The world exploded. My head tossed back, mouth gaped open, I was lost for words. Each tweak to my nipples pushed me higher. Each pinch of my clit was sweeter.
 
   And then I was crashing through the sky, at lightning speed. My stomach was in my throat. Ethan was a rollercoaster of so many things. Pleasure and pain. Hurt and happiness. His strength and my weakness. We were two halves of a whole that clicked together when we were in bed. And as I came down, feeling his climax explode through me, I wondered if everything in our life happened so we could come together like this. 
 
   Wouldn’t it be sweet to know the hell we endured was so we could know our own sort of tainted heaven?
 
   Right now, that was exactly how it felt. Even as he untied my legs and tossed the rope across the room, I was floating. He took time to strip me of my remaining garments before pulling me into his arms. If he hadn’t moved me, I don’t think I would have been able to.
 
   “River—” Whatever he was about to say was interrupted by knock on the door.
 
   “Pavel better have a damn good reason for taking you out of my bed,” I grumbled. 
 
   “Your bed?” 
 
   I just looked at Ethan to get my point across. His smile was my reward, and it warmed me up. Then he was getting out of bed to answer the door. Pavel held out a phone.
 
   “They are calling.”
 
   “Stay,” he said to Pavel as he took the phone and left. Pavel stepped into the room as I tucked the covers closer around me. He smiled as he pulled a curved blade with a loop on one end from his boot.
 
   “This one is yours. When you know how to use it right, I’ll give you the other one.”
 
   I nodded as Pavel put the knife on the nightstand.  I was too tired to wonder why he was giving me the knife, or where Ethan had gone. In the morning I’d remember to ask.
 
   For now, I needed to recover from finally consummating my marriage.
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   When I said something, I meant it. If someone tested me, they regretted it.
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    Ethan
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I made sure to get into my foyer before speaking on the phone. “Da?”
 
   “You have balls to require such a short notice meeting, Pantera.”
 
   “Anatoly, you know I wouldn’t if it wasn’t important.” 
 
   Anatoly was the man who first acknowledged me. Gave me my first few missions to test me. It was he, along with Pavel, who shouldered the burden of vouching for me and my ways. I was bratva without them, but they made me captain, I was a made man because of their support. 
 
   And he could have betrayed me.
 
   I didn’t want to think it was possible, but in the Brotherhood, anything was possible. Usually though, touching another vor caused an uproar. Between the four of us, we ran segmented areas of the West Coast’s illegal trades. We also had a hand in multiple legitimate companies. It made washing our money easy, and kept the coppers we didn’t have on payroll out of our fucking hair.
 
   “For you to come back home, it must be.”
 
   Home. I didn’t know what that word meant anymore. But for Anatoly, this would be home for me. The vineyard I owned was on the outskirts of his territory. No one touched it, and he kept it open for me. It was a tie between us that made him my mentor. Pavel taught me what being bratva meant, but Anatoly taught me how to lead this vicious band of thugs.
 
   But I’d kill him just the same if he was helping Derrick.
 
   “What is wrong?” he asked. I wondered for a moment if I should tell him anything. If there was a chance he had been the one to help Derrick out, knowing me and my operation so well made him a prime suspect, then telling him now allowed him to prepare. I wanted to see their reactions, get a feel for my enemy. A face to face meeting would be better.
 
   “It’s business that needs to be put before the Council.”
 
   Anatoly was quiet for a moment. Small clicking sounds chimed over the phone before four other voices stated they were there. Anatoly, Grigory, Evgeny, Samuel, another a vor because of his political ties, and I were now all connected on the line.
 
   “This is not exactly what I meant,” I said.
 
   “I am aware, Pantera, but your threat made things a little shaky. You would attack other vors?” Grigory asked. Head of drug and girl trafficking, if there was another vor that was as deadly as I was, it was him. I like the son of a bitch all well and good, but his tone didn’t scare me.
 
   “Grigory, we’ve been wanting to see who could kill the other first for a long time. Might be a good time,” I said. Grigory chuckled like I knew he would, but neither of us were playing. We respected each other because neither of us knew quite who would win. Grigory could want to help Derrick just to fuck with me.
 
   “There is no need to start a war for a pissing contest.” Samuel chimed in. “The House meets in thirty minutes, so I do not have the time for games. What’s going on?”
 
   It was tempting to give the little shit a piece of my mind. Samuel was vor because of what he could do for our kind. He paved roads, put judges, lawyers, coppers, and political persons in our corner. I didn’t underestimate him though. What he lacked in brute strength he could more than make up for in maneuvering and manipulation. I wondered if he and Derrick’s father came into dealings at any time.
 
   “Are you done?” I asked. I couldn’t help messing with him, just a little. He might fuck my life up, but he’d probably die while I was rotting in some fucking prison. He knew it as well as I did.
 
   “I think he is,” Evgeny stated. His voice was scratchy, almost like a harsh whisper. He had his throat cut a few years back in an assassination attempt and never got his voice back. Still, when he spoke, people listened. Samuel didn’t say anything else.
 
   Of them all, Evgeny was the enigma. He worked in import and export for all the families. His job was to keep everything moving swiftly overseas. His newest trade acquisition with the Chinese Triad had our pockets very full. He spent most of his time traveling back and forth between California, New York, and overseas. But after every trip, he came home for a mandatory stay to make sure his house was in order. I couldn’t see how a connection with Derrick could benefit him, but I wouldn’t ignore the possibility.
 
   “We need to meet face to face, that was what I requested.”
 
   “Obviously that isn’t possible. We all have business to attend to in our own territories,” Samuel said.
 
   “Speak for yourself. I agreed to meet,” Grigory said.
 
   “As did I,” Anatoly added. 
 
   “Are you traveling, Evgeny?” I asked.
 
   “No.”  That was it. A simple answer that told me nothing.
 
   Anatoly sighed. “What is going on, Pantera?”
 
   Did I answer, or did I press my case? The fact that I was even thinking about it, irritated the shit out of me. I looked over my shoulder, back at the stairs. It was because of River. Making good on my threat could bring her into harm’s way, but not sticking to my word meant the others would think less of me.
 
   She knew what she was dealing with when she came after me, and I couldn’t stop being who I was. To do so could mean my death. And that meant she’d be left wide open. I couldn’t do that. I didn’t want to examine too closely why I felt like that, but once the thought hit, it entrenched itself into my brain. 
 
   So I would make good on my threat. 
 
   “You will meet me, in a place of your choosing this evening, or I make good on my promise.”
 
   “Pantera—”
 
   “Your homes will be made as unsafe as mine was,” I said. I didn’t give a shit about what Samuel had to say.
 
   “Come outside, Pantera. We will meet,” Anatoly said before the line went dead.
 
   Well, that wasn’t the answer I was expecting. “Fuck.”
 
   I was still ass naked. I jogged back up the stairs to put clothes on. River was sound asleep, curled around my pillow. The sight made me freeze. She was holding on to me. He nose was buried in the cloth, like she was breathing me in, and I felt my heart cease. A heart I didn’t know could still beat for anyone. This frail yet strong woman, needed me. For the first time, I saw her as more than a possession. My ring on her finger glinted in the dim light. She was mine. She was stronger than I gave her credit for, but weaker than she needed to be to survive in my world. At that moment I realized I wanted to make her unafraid. Of me, of the world. Because she was my woman and she deserved to hold her head high, to fight what anyone fucking gave her if she didn’t want it.
 
   And then I wanted her to bend for me, because she wanted to.
 
   I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. Fuck. This wasn’t the time or the place for these thoughts, but there it was. I wanted Derrick gone because he tested me, but more so because he made her afraid. I wanted to hear him beg her for forgiveness. And I wanted her to be strong enough to crush his windpipe under her boot because she didn’t need his bullshit apologies. 
 
   As I pulled on my slacks, I noticed the blade that Pavel had given her. I’d be sure to let him know to train her vigorously. She didn’t need to fight Derrick, but she needed to feel stronger. And that’s when I understood why she fought me so hard. I couldn’t change what I did. I wouldn’t want to. I loved being the monster. But, maybe, somewhere down the line, I’d become her monster. 
 
   I was going to make her one too.
 
   I smiled into the darkness as I tucked in my shirt. Two fucking monsters, taking on the world. I liked the sound of that. I finished dressing as quickly as I could before walking silently over to her side of the bed.
 
   “Sleep well, deteynsh.” Cub, I called her, with claws that could rip and tear. Given enough time, I’d give her the teeth to match. I bent and kissed her forehead, the motion alien and natural at the same time, before heading out the door.
 
   “Pavel, stay with her. If it goes bad, take her to the panic room and get her out,” I ordered. Pavel nodded as he leaned against the wall in front of the bedroom door. 
 
   It was time to find out who our enemies were.
 
   * * *
 
   The cool night air wrapped around me as I stepped outside. I made sure to put on my holster with my two nine millimeters, and strap my blade to my thigh. The show of force was exactly that, a show. If one of the other vors went after me in front of the others like this, the agreement was for the others to take them down. Any meeting of the vors was supposed to be on neutral territory. 
 
   No vor worth his salt, though, was going to go to a meeting without protection.
 
   I saw Anatoly first, as he got out of his town car. He stopped long enough to take off his trench coat and hand it to his driver. I could easily see his holster then. Anatoly looked old word, with his double breasted suit in tan, narrow nose, and dark eyes. His hair disappeared into the darkness. The lights from the car, set on dim, helped illuminate our meeting place. When he reached me he shook my hand, and then we pressed out cheeks together on each side. 
 
   “Pantera.”
 
   “Anatoly.”
 
   I’d been given a code name to make me sound more Russian. Anatoly had made sure that I was fluent in it and cant, so no one would question my place. It put me a different playing field than Samuel. Marked me as a violent man, a true vor. 
 
   Grigory was next. The large man was as big as a fucking ox, with a wide nose that was crooked from a few breaks, and his face was covered in marks. He was more scarred than I was. After we greeted each other, Samuel, in a neat black suit was next. The blonde stood out among us, his green eyes scanning constantly as he came towards me. The wanker had his nails done. They were shiny, clean, and perfectly even. 
 
   Bastard never worked a day in his life. I may have gripped his hand harder than the others. After I greeted Evgeny, we were ready. Evgeny stayed mostly silent during the whole exchange, but he never broke eye contact with me. Those ice blue eyes with his dark Slavic features I was sure made the women go wild wherever he went. He was younger, closer to thirty-five, compared to the older vors who were in their forties. I was the youngest among them at barely thirty.
 
   I won.
 
   Evgeny’s constant gaze made me wonder. What did he know?
 
   “I’ve been betrayed,” I said. I scanned, as best I could, the others’ reactions. Anatoly stepped forward a bit, but Grigory just lifted an eyebrow. Samuel swallowed. But Evgeny just kept staring at me.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “The short version, I had a woman come to me about a hit. I took her up on her offer, and made her mine as payment. The man she wanted me to kill was able to have one of my soldiers get her out of my house.”
 
   They didn’t need to know she wanted to kill Derrick. She would be in enough danger for my enemy to know she wanted to learn how to kill Derrick. Right now, the only person who wanted her dead was Derrick. 
 
   “Sounds like a good piece of ass, but if you let someone get into your house, that’s your problem,” Grigory stated.
 
   “You speak like that about my wife again and I’ll kill you.” 
 
   Everything was silent. My hands itched to grip the handle of my knife and push the blade into his fucking throat for talking about River like that. She was mine. No one was going to disrespect her and think they could get away with that. Normally, Grigory, I think, would have risen to the bait. But I named River as my wife, that made disrespect to her an act of war, if I wanted to take it that way.
 
   “My apologies, I didn’t know you’d married. I’ll gift your family soon,” Grigory said formally. 
 
   “As shall I,” Anatoly added.
 
   “I will gift you a fifteen percent increase on the route with the Triad,” Evgeny said.
 
   It was customary for a vor to receive gifts once he was married. The idea was that he may have a family to care for, and the more the better, to bring up in the family business. For keeping up that tradition, more money was funneled his way. As I already did before for Anatoly and Grigory.
 
   “Wait, you’re married? A hit? What the fuck is going on?” Samuel said. For the first time Evgeny shifted his eyes.
 
   Toward Samuel.
 
   Fucking wanker. I always hated that cunt.


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\erin\Downloads\Scarred Chapter 18.png] 
 
   Politics, I hated them. I really did. But sometimes you had to put a politician in the ground to get the law down. 
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   Ethan
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I hated fucking with the politico of the group. That meant a change in regime, potential safeguards in place and more. What I needed to do was get Evgeny alone with Anatoly. Those two I trusted to help pave the way. Later, when things had been figured out we’d bring Grigory in. But Samuel was mine to kill. We’d decide how everyone was going to divide the proceeds later.
 
   “My wife is River Kendall, but her maiden name was Hoyt.”
 
   “That name is familiar. I know it from somewhere. Not every day you see someone named River,” Samuel said. With his brow furrowed and his fingers pinching his chin, he looked like he was really in thought. I looked to Evgeny. He nodded with imperceptivity.
 
   “Was engaged to Senator Connor Reese’s son,” Evgeny provided. “There was some shit I had to clean up for them in one of my clubs up north. You remember, Samuel, you called me about it.”
 
   “That’s right. Reese is one of ours. Every once in a while he asks that I make sure things stay clean for him when he can’t handle it. He knew the club was one of ours,” Samuel said. “I wouldn’t have known the son’s girl offhand though.”
 
   “Your wife asked you to put a hit on a senator’s son? How did she know to come to you?”
 
   I wondered that too. No one talked about the family, about our business. But maybe there was more going on than I thought about originally. Maybe this was more about River and me, versus just River. 
 
   “She says from the bar. While she was working there she heard some men talking about me and my gym. About my record. You know the media has been hinting at my connections for years.”
 
   “They always hint. Media loves their sensationalized stories, true or not. Some of your exploits in prison may have gotten out from other prisoners,” Samuel said.
 
   True. Very true. I never worried about the hints. As long as it was just an alleged connection in the media, I didn’t give a shit. They couldn’t hurt me, and business went on as usual. Right now the question was, how did Samuel tie into all of this?
 
   And why?
 
   “When she came to me, I turned her away, but some thugs working for Derrick Reese found her and put her in the hospital.”
 
   “Turning into a good Samaritan?” Grigory asked.
 
   “Fuck that. I wanted her, and I needed the time to check if her story was real. Once I found out it was, I moved in to claim what I wanted.”
 
   “How do you know you were betrayed?”
 
   “Because one of my men was supposed to take her to the gym for rehabilitation when everyone was under orders not to leave. Pavel was able to find some suspicious money transferred into Vadim’s account and noticed he was acting odd while I was taking care of other business. Once I was alerted, we were able to sabotage the plan.”
 
   They didn’t need to know that River had been running from me. As mine, she shouldn’t have been able to run away. But what went on between River and I would never be family business. Pure and simple. That piece of my life belonged only to me.
 
   “I assume he’s been dealt with,” Anatoly said.
 
   “Skin and bones,” I said. They would understand what I meant.
 
   “Good choice,” Grigory said. There were a few different ways to send a message through a dead traitor’s body. Skinning them alive usually added shock factor the rest of the bratok. No one wants to die like that. No one. Maybe if it had been a lesser offense I would have just killed him and left him somewhere, but he nearly hurt River, and that meant he deserved the worst.
 
   “Vadim was high up your ladder. Only second to Pavel,” Anatoly said. I could see that he was putting things together, seeing how I assumed I was betrayed.
 
   “Pavel offered his life for the failure, and has been checked. There are no connections between the two of them. They didn’t even socialize outside of business.”
 
   “That could all be a front. Maybe we should have a conversation with Pavel,” Samuel said.
 
   “You demand rights to my avtoritet?” I stared at him, hard. No vor was granted access to another’s avtoritet. It was like saying, come on and fuck his wife. Samuel knew better. Anatoly frowned at him before looking to me, and then to Evgeny. 
 
   “No, Pantera. Was just trying to help.”
 
   “Well, help less.”
 
   “How well do you know Senator Reese?” Anatoly asked Samuel.
 
   “We’re not friends, if that’s what you’re asking. We’ve met a few times to discuss politics and what he needs to do to keep the families happy. He knows his place and I don’t have to check up on him often. He knows who gave him the money to secure his place.”
 
   “We can check into this Senator Reese. He may have gotten a bit greedy. Or thought he could undermine the family and deal with this problem directly. But he never should have been able to get to Vadim. That’s too high up the food chain. Vadim must have thought he’d have the protection of another vor,” Grigory said. 
 
   “My thoughts exactly,” I said. 
 
   “But who’d be stupid enough to challenge another vor like this? It’s sloppy and doesn’t even count as a coup. So River got killed? Taking away that she’s your wife now, no one knew that before, so they wouldn’t have known how important she is to you. And even as your wife, the family comes first,” Grigory said.
 
   He was only partially right. River was very important to me, but the family, as much as I loved it, didn’t come first any longer. I was out here, right now, for her. I wanted to keep her safe, and that meant keeping my fucking head attached to my body. 
 
   “Yeah, but if you’re a boss that wants my territory, or my gym, that brings in multi-millions every year, then you start looking for ways to turn people. You find one of my men and you put them on payroll. Then maybe you have them put feelers out, go to the bars I own and start listening for a chance.”
 
   “Or you hit a gold mine when a friend brings you the opportunity you’ve been waiting for,” Evgeny added, shrugging out of his jacket. 
 
   What I liked most about Evgeny is he didn’t carry guns. Even flying on his private jets, he was always aware of customs and the appearance of things. His thing was you could only pay so many people off before you went broke. So he had specialized blades made. They were sheathed under his arms, much like all of our guns. They were Karambite knives, made of carbon fiber. The curved blades, much like the one I had Pavel give River, was untraceable in metal detectors and blended in when he wore dark clothing. He exposed them rarely, and I felt my hands itch again to go for my blade.
 
   “Or that, but I don’t think anyone would betray the family. It’s taken too long for some of us to get into our positions, and that isn’t worth losing,” Samuel said.
 
   Ah, there it was. The bullshit reason that Samuel wanted me gone. He hated that I meant more as a vor than he did. That I paved my way with blood and crushed skulls. But his most recent actions showed why he wasn’t a match for me. It wasn’t just about the strength I had. It was my honor, loyalty, and connection with the other vors. They saw me as an equal because I wouldn’t let them see me as anything less. 
 
   I had clawed my way to my place after trials through fire. Samuel had gone to school, gotten degrees, and made debts. He learned to pay those debts back by doing favors, and had gotten good at it. Then he came to Viktor’s, the vor before Anatoly, attention. Viktor had taken Samuel under his wing to groom him for politics. It was the highest position Samuel could attain. 
 
   And if Samuel was happy with that, I would have respected him more.
 
   But Samuel was the little shit that believed he deserved the fucking world on a platter because politicians kissed his ass while he was on Capitol Hill. Vors didn’t kiss ass. They ripped their power and held on to it with strength, fear, intelligence, and strategy. Samuel was missing a few of those, no matter how much he tried to act like he wasn't. 
 
   But every vor trained their replacement. If something happened to me, Pavel would take over while he groomed the next man. Shit, Pavel could have been vor from day one, but he saw something in me, and didn't have the urge to fight anymore. No vor went too far without his avtoritet far behind.
 
   Time to appease Samuel’s ego and get him to make a mistake.
 
   “You asked me about Pavel earlier, but I didn’t ask you how your avtoritet was doing, Samuel. Did he finish his time at Yale?” 
 
   Samuel preened immediately. For such a smart bastard he acted like a fucking idiot in these meetings because he was trying too hard to appear more important. That would be his downfall.
 
   “He did. He’s officially a holder of a Ph.D. I had him working with Anatoly this summer on how to deal with the family.”
 
   “And he traveled with me to understand trade routes. He’s smart as a whip, and loyal,” Evgeny said.
 
   “He understands how he should act as the politico and how his position is the glue of the vors, keeping our tempers cooled when need be, but making things go away when they can’t be contained,” Anatoly said.
 
   Samuel didn’t know it, but he was fast losing support. Two of the vors had just agreed that Samuel’s avtoritet would do better than he was doing. I needed one final vote to take that son of a bitch’s life. 
 
   “He will be coming to work with me next on our illegal business before he goes over to you, Pantera, to learn to defend himself.”
 
   There it was. The final vote. 
 
   “I didn’t approve of him meeting with you and Pantera. He’s not rough like that,” Samuel said. “He’s to be the business man, like I am.”
 
   “Oh, but Sammy boy, you’re wrong. I am rough, just like that,” a voice said from behind Samuel. 
 
   “Leo?” Samuel asked. He spun around toward his fresh-faced avtoritet. The man was blond and blue eyed too, almost in Samuel’s image. He wore a black suit, like his vor, but there was an edge to him, a trait Samuel never had.
 
   Leo looked like a man who would ask you nicely the first time, and gut you the second time. I liked him immediately. But something about him was familiar. Something was just off, and if I could figure it out, I’d know. But Anatoly moved at the same time Grigory did and I wasn’t looking at Leo anymore. The two men gripped Samuel hard and pushed him to the ground.
 
   “Evgeny told me already what was going on before we met,” Anatoly explained.
 
   “Wanna tell me how you knew?” I asked Evgeny. He looked to Leo.
 
   “I did spend time on his routes with him,” Leo said. “When I knew he could be trusted, I let him know what Samuel was planning.”
 
   “Why betray your vor?” Anatoly asked. Leo’s answer here would make sure he survived the night as well.
 
   “Because he isn’t a vor. He’s a player, acting like he means something, but bratva doesn’t mean shit to him.”
 
   “And it does to you?” I asked him.
 
   “Yes, because if it didn’t I’d have let him kill you,” Leo said, looking me in my eyes. I frowned at him.
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   “Because you killed my brother. I may have been a whore’s son, but blood is blood, da?”
 
   I’ve killed so many men. Who his brother was may not have mattered to me. But it mattered to him.
 
   “Who was your brother, Leo?”
 
   “My name is Leonid Kataya,” Leo explained. “I’m blond and blue-eyed because of my mother.”
 
   He closed his eyes and smiled. Maybe it was the eyes that were throwing me off, but when he closed his eyes I felt gutted. Like the world was spinning around me and I couldn’t keep my head on straight. 
 
   “Mikhail,” I said. 
 
   “Yeah. You guys were older, and I was never allowed to see him except in secret. He could tell no one about me or my mother would take me away. He kept his promise.”
 
   I couldn’t say I was sorry. It was stuck in my throat, but I couldn’t say it. It wouldn’t come out. I needed to kill Samuel, I needed to make sure that River was safe. I couldn’t fall into the past and lose the edge I needed. 
 
   But later, later I’d talk to him.
 
   “Come find me later, Leo. We will talk.” I forced the words passed the lump in my throat. He nodded and then looked at Samuel.
 
   “Family means everything,” Leo said, and I knew he was saying the vor, because he had a right to kill me. Had the right to take out his revenge. 
 
   “Give him a knife and let him go Evgeny. I think I need to take out some frustration,” I instructed Evgeny.
 
   “Sure, but I better get my fucking knife back in pristine condition, or I’ll use the bitch on you.”
 
   “Agreed,” I said. 
 
   Samuel was going to die slowly and painfully tonight, because I couldn’t hold back the rage and shame brewing in my soul.
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   Ethan was more dangerous than ever. More deadly, more secretive. And I wished that he would let me in, just a little.
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    River
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When I woke up it was to screams. How my life had changed so much that I didn’t immediately jump out of the bed in fear I don’t know, but I didn’t. Instead I pulled on some pants and a shirt from my packed bags before palming the knife Pavel had given me. When I opened the door I didn’t move to leave. 
 
   “Is Ethan okay?” I asked. Pavel looked down at my hand holding the knife and smiled.
 
   “You should tuck your forefinger in the hole at the end and hold the handle in your hand. The blade should be pointing downward, that way you can shield as well as cut.” 
 
   Without thinking I did as he said. “Is Ethan okay?” I asked again.
 
   “He’s meting out retributions,” Pavel answered. 
 
   I nodded and then headed downstairs.
 
   “I wouldn’t go outside, River.”
 
   “I don’t plan on it. Whoever he’s hurting it’s because they deserve it, but I want to be there when he comes in. I want to be the first face he sees.”
 
   “Why?” Pavel asked, his gaze boring into me.
 
   Why? Because he needed some softness to hold the darkness at bay. Because we opened a door and stepped on to a new plane in our relationship and I wanted to make sure we stayed there. And because I wanted to make sure the man I cared about was okay.
 
   Because I had no doubt that killing someone hurt him in ways he wouldn’t admit.
 
   Instead of saying any of that I simply said, “Because he needs me.”
 
   Pavel didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. I knew what I felt was right and so I waited for my husband. Ignored the screams and grunts. Didn’t give a shit about the sound of a body hitting the floor. I didn’t even move when Pavel brought in a hot bowl of water, needle, thread, gauze and towels. The only thing I cared about was seeing that door open and looking into Ethan’s eyes.
 
   I wanted to see what it did to him to kill, to end a life. I wanted to see what he kept me from for so long. What he thought I wouldn’t understand. I wanted to know so I realized just how much he cared for me. If he did at all.
 
   It didn’t make sense, I realized that, but at that moment, it did to me.
 
   Ethan was a man of so many horrors and delights. His hands were death, but they brought me to life. And each time he kissed me, I tasted a future so sweet it slayed me. Our story wasn’t one of pretty butterflies and rainbows. It was littered bodies and broken bones. Bruised hearts and shattered dreams. But somehow we could fit our jagged pieces together and become whole.
 
   Or at least that was what I hoped for.
 
   When the door opened, I saw more than I could have realized in Ethan’s face, and it terrified me. Around him I could see headlights moving away and the shadow of a crumpled form on the ground. Ethan was covered in blood, and dripping it on the floor. But his eyes, they said so much.
 
   There was pain and agony there. Rage, hopelessness, and shame. I felt my chest squeeze and my heart stutter behind my ribs. As I stood on shaky legs, Ethan took one step towards me and then lifted his hands toward me. And then I saw revulsion in his gaze as he looked at his hands. Bloodied hands. Killing hands. 
 
   He stepped back, but I rushed towards him. “Pavel get that body outside gone and then clean this floor. I’ll take care of Ethan.”
 
   Ethan’s hand was slick in mine, the blood warm and slightly sticky on my palm. I didn’t let go of him. Instead I stripped him, slowly. His shirt fell to the floor in a soggy heap. His belt and slacks went next. I let go of his hands long enough to kneel down before him and untie his shoes. Silently he lifted one leg and then the other so I could remove them and his pants. When he was naked in front of me I pulled him towards the bowl with hot water.
 
   I cleaned my husband. Watched blood sluice away from his body and run rivulets on the floor. I didn't think I could have got him up the stairs and to the shower. His stare was blank as I cleaned him. With each pass of the towel I looked for a new wound on his scarred body. Some nicks wouldn’t take more than some pressure to stop the bleeding. One, high on his shoulder, would take stiches though. 
 
   After I dried him off I wrapped a towel around his waist and sat him on the side of the couch. Pavel was gone, taking the body God knows where, so I couldn’t ask him if there was liquor.
 
   “Baby, I have to stitch you up. Do you want a drink?”
 
   “Don’t need it,” he said.
 
   “It won’t be as bad if I give you something to make you numb.”
 
   “Already numb,” he answered. His voice sounded hollow and it scared me more than anything. 
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   I threaded the needle and then got it ready. A slight blackened color on the tip told me that Pavel had already set it to fire to cleanse it. I had to take care of my own wounds enough that I knew how much this was going to sting. 
 
   “Ethan.”
 
   “Yes?” 
 
   “Look at me.”
 
   He turned his gaze to me and I pressed my lips to his. It was a soft kiss, meant to sooth. His lips were cold against mine. I needed him to come back to me, to grip me, to feel alive against me. 
 
   “I’m here,” I whispered against his lips.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   I barely caught his words, they were so soft, but they lit me up like a Christmas tree. He closed his eyes and rested his head on my shoulder. My monster, my killer, broken in so many ways. But I could see the man he once was. The man that was still tucked in there where he wanted no one to see. 
 
   I pinched his skin together, shouldering his hiss. Every time I pushed the needle through his skin I whispered words that meant nothing, hoping to take his mind from the pain. It took a while, keeping the stitches close and small, but when it was done, I was satisfied it was properly closed and he wouldn’t get infected. Now I just needed to get him cleaned for real and to bed.
 
   “Come on, Baby.”
 
   “Holding my hand, he followed me up the stairs to our bedroom. I heard Pavel enter the house and call out it was done before I closed our door. Ethan still said nothing as I pulled him into the bathroom and sat him down on the toilet. It didn’t take long for me to get the shower running nice and hot. After everything was laid out, I stripped out of my clothes and took the towel from him. We stepped into the shower together and I pushed him under the spray.
 
   As his cold skin warmed, I snuggled against him. In this space, with steam rising around us, and water cleansing sins away, I realized that for all of Ethan’s strengths he needed me as much as I needed him. He may have been the stronger of the two of us because he could physically overcome any enemy. Or because he was a part of an organization that relied on his strength. But I was strong too. I was the one that could be there for him when no one else could. When no one could soothe the beast inside of him.
 
   I was the woman who Pantera could cling to when the world around him was too dark for him to find his way back. As his arms closed around me, pulling me tight into his body, I knew he was clinging to me, gaining solace in a way he never had before. I had never seen myself as powerful before. I could handle myself and, before Derrick, I was reliable, but I was always a follower. The girl I was before would have run screaming from what was happening outside or cowered away in the corner because I didn’t understand. 
 
   The woman I was now knew panicking would have only made everything worse. Knew that my assistance had freed Pavel’s hands to clear evidence away and not worry about his vor. I was doing something, worth more than I did before, because it mattered to these people. I wasn’t just some pretty girl with drawings and dreams about having a date with a celebrity, or getting hurt because my crush hadn’t been interested.
 
   I was becoming a bratva wife.
 
   And so I did what any woman should do for her man when he needed her. I let him use me to ease the pain. Slowly I raked my nails over the tops of his thighs and nipped his chest. The water slid over my skin like I moved against his, steady, hot, and so wet. His skin became a road map under my tongue. Each scar deserved a lick, each bullet wound a kiss, and each slope a bite. 
 
   I worked him over until my knees hit the tiled floor. And then I looked over my prize. His cock. There are many beautiful things in the world, and his cock was one of them. Even slightly hooked because of the scar tissue there, it was still perfect. His heavy balls hung down between his legs, tantalizing me to take a lick. I didn’t fight the temptation. I ran my tongue over the soft skin and flicked the tip against the floating eggs I felt. His scent, stronger here, seeped into me. Warm, musky, male.  
 
   I traced the underside of his cock with my tongue, until I got to the bulbous head. Tangy flavor seeped from the hole and I lapped it up. I wanted to taste it in the back of my throat. So I sucked him down. 
 
   “Fuck,” he hissed.
 
   He tunneled his fingers into my hair, pressing his fingers against my scalp. I didn’t fight him. My body flowed with him as he fucked in and out of my mouth. Bracing my hands against his thighs to keep steady, I swallowed him down. He tasted delicious as he hit the back of my throat. My jaw ached, my lips were stretched far enough to make them hurt, but it was so good. 
 
   Each burn of his advance was perfect, his retreats a chance for me to feel him fill me up again. As he moved he came to life. Those eyes were full of desire now, his skin flush and rosy from the heat. My Pantera was back, in the flesh, dominating me once again. When he ripped me from his cock and lifted me up against him I laughed.
 
   “Crazy fucking broad.”
 
   “Fuck me,” I demanded.
 
   His eyes blazed a moment before he slammed my back against the tiles. Between one breath and the next he was inside of me, his hips setting a vicious rhythm. Now it was my turn to fall apart, to shatter against him, to cling. He was a maelstrom, ravaging my pussy, stretching it to the edge of pain. Each pounding thrust sent shocks through my body. The tile was rough on my back, scraping my shoulder blades, but even that was perfect.
 
   We were disastrously perfect.
 
   In that shower, fucking the man who would kill for me, I was something more. Not just River, victim and college drop out. Not the girl who got the shit beat out of her and kept going back for more. 
 
   I was Pantera’s fucking woman. 
 
   The crazy broad that liked to take a beating, because I was strong enough to take it.
 
   And strong enough to say ‘fuck you’ to anybody who had a problem with that.
 
   I came, dragging my nails down Ethan’s back, drawing blood, marking him, delivering my own sort of pain. And then he was coming, deep inside of me, locking us together.
 
   A lock and key, inseparable, and always in need of the other.
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   She pulled me back. From the edge. From the desperation. Without even knowing it. Building me back, brick by brick.
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    Ethan
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   So what happened?”
 
   My fork froze on its path to my mouth. The cut of medium steak that looked appetizing just a moment before didn’t look so good now as my stomach rolled. I wondered when she was going to ask, but she hadn’t last night after we got out of the shower. Or at all today as we lounged around. Now, over dinner, one of the most normal things we ever did, she wanted to swing back to the left.
 
   “You’re not supposed to ask about the business, River.”
 
   “You should know that I don’t like listening to orders.”
 
   “Bullshit,” I told her.
 
   “That’s different. When we’re in bed, of course I do, and a whole bunch of times when we’re out of it, but telling me what to do when it comes to how you’re feeling is off the table.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter how I’m feeling, River. Things just are.”
 
   “We said no more lying, Ethan.”
 
   I sighed. Yes, we had, but that didn't mean I was suddenly going to tell her every fucking thing on my mind. I wasn’t built like that and my operation couldn’t take that. Snitches got people killed, before they found themselves in the dirt. The less she knew about business, the safer she was too.
 
   “I can’t tell you, River.”
 
   “How about this? We agree that if it’s about your mental state you get it off your chest. We don’t lie, so if you can’t answer don’t say anything at all.”
 
   My mental state? What the fuck did she mean by that? I was always fucked up in the head. Pure and simple. Anyone who killed like I did couldn’t say they were sane. I did the things I did because I could compartmentalize what was going on around me. Sometimes I got nightmares, other times I didn’t. But if I had to talk to her about everything that could fuck me up she’d be writing books.
 
   “River—”
 
   “I don’t mean your normal shit, Ethan. I’m talking about stuff like last night, when you came in here like a fucking zombie. I want to know what threw you off kilter so bad.”
 
   I didn’t want to talk about killing Samuel, because it wasn’t the killing that messed my head up. It was Leo. Mikhail’s brother, turning his back on revenge to save my fucking life. About seeing my best friend’s little brother, all grown up, in the business, and looking at me like he wanted to rip my throat out. And then he saw my pain, and I think he realized what I said, about it being an accident when I gave my testimony at trial had been true. 
 
   Everyone had seen footage of that testimony.
 
   And then he pitied me. I saw the transition from anger to pity in his eyes as I made Samuel scream and it tore me up.
 
   I didn’t want to talk to her about any of that.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Ethan—”
 
   “No!” I slung my plate across the room and it shattered against the wall, food going everywhere. But River didn’t flinch. Instead she narrowed her eyes at me and stabbed the table with her fork.
 
   “You don’t have to act like an ass. It hurts, okay, to talk about shit you don’t want to. I get that. But you have to talk about it sometime, to someone. That doesn’t make you any less of a man than you are. Holding that shit inside only fucks you up even worse.”
 
   “And you’re better than me at talking about shit? Look at what happened to you!”
 
   I was furious. Clenching my hands on the table in to tight fists stopped me from flipping the whole fucking thing. I wanted to break something, anything. I wanted the feeling to go away. That raw feeling in my throat that made me wish I wasn’t born, that things had gone differently. I didn’t want her to bring those things out.
 
   Last night she did something no one else had. She accepted what I did and hadn’t judged me. Instead she wiped everything aside except for caring for me. I know it probably frightened her, made her think of so many bad things that could have happened, but she held me. She lifted me up through it, waded into the fucking muck and pulled me out. 
 
   But I couldn’t. Not for her. Not even for her.
 
   “You’re right,” she said. She let go of her fork and stood from the table. 
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?” I asked as she pulled her shirt over her head.
 
   “Shut up and listen. These,” she said pointing to the four long gouges down her stomach, “were from the bastard that Derrick sent to my room. They weren’t allowed to rape me, because he wanted the chance to. You see, he was the first man I ever had sex with. I didn’t want it the first time either, but he taught me to like it.”
 
   I felt cold. The first man. That meant, I was her second. The second man to take her, and I frightened her the fuck out of her mind. No wonder she ran. 
 
   “I—”
 
   “I’m not done. These burns here on my hip? Those were because I wouldn’t stop drawing pictures. I went to school for art, you know? Wanted to be some big artist with shows in the gallery. Derrick thought it was a stupid hobby once he got me living with him. He kept me locked up so I couldn’t go to class, and then he beat me so I didn’t want anyone to see me like that.”
 
   That piece of shit. The fucking worthless, asshole, wanker! 
 
   “The scaring on my back? He gave me those by dragging me back and forth, without a shirt on, over gravel because I wouldn’t suck his friend’s dick one night at a party. You see his women do whatever he wants, and as long as I don’t let anyone in my pussy, I’m okay. Of course, the next week he was accusing me of cheating, and he broke my jaw.”
 
   She kept talking. Pointing out every wound. Telling every story. She poured it all out, how they met, how she fell in love with a psycho. How she so innocently told him one night after reading a book, she wanted to try some spanking and rope play. How she knew those things turned her on, but she hadn’t understood how far they could go.
 
   How painful it could get—or how much she’d like it.
 
   She stopped liking it when he wouldn’t stop when she said no. When he beat her and slapped her around. She liked spanking and dominance, liked to feel like she was flying, and what she liked most, people would think was too rough, but none of it should have left marks and bruises on her. Not really.
 
   She told me every sordid detail, tears in her eyes and her voice breaking when she said she stopped having friends and hanging out. But what shattered her more than anything? Was realizing she was some sick deviant because she liked being controlled, and she couldn’t seem to break away.
 
   How fucked up was she?
 
   But she wasn’t.
 
   “You’re not,” I said out loud, because we both needed to hear it.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re not fucked up. You like pain and pleasure. Hell, a lot of people do. You like to be slapped around and your sex rougher than most people can take. That doesn’t matter. You’re submissive, but that doesn’t make you a fucking doormat. Look at you, you’re fighting me right now.”
 
   She froze. I don’t think, until then, she realized how much she changed in her own ways. 
 
   “Being submissive is not synonymous with not being a human being. I’ve seen very healthy slave relationships, and you aren’t even to that point. What you hated was Derrick, the way he twisted your needs. He introduced you wrong, and tied your desires into his sick fucking game. Don’t let him win.”
 
   “And who’s beating you?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Who’s the one you are letting win because you can’t let it go?” she asked. 
 
   I smiled sadly. How exactly was I supposed to ignore her question when she’d opened up to me? I sighed, that aching feeling come back again.
 
   “The internet doesn’t tell you Mikhail was my best friend. That we grew up on the same streets and eventually started running with the same crowd. It doesn’t tell you the fight we had was our first non-sanctioned one. We were supposed to pool our money together to give to his mother. You see, his grandmother was sick, and she needed a surgery we couldn’t afford. We hadn’t gotten into the big times yet.”
 
   River put her shirt back on and came and sat on my lap. If felt good to hold her while I spoke. Helped me remember it was in the past.
 
   “The fight shouldn’t have been that hard. We were evenly matched, sure, but we fought two different ways. I got distracted. My girl at the time was there, cheering me on, and so was his. We weren’t used to a bloodthirsty crowd like that. You don’t please them, you don’t get paid. We fought harder than we should have. When he kicked me and I blocked it, I was on a rush, high on adrenaline, and didn’t pay attention to how much force I was using.”
 
   “But it was an accident, Ethan.”
 
   “I still killed him. There isn’t any way to erase that, or stop what I felt from coming. I stopped the fight, immediately knowing something was wrong. But the spectators booed and threw stuff at us. I grabbed the phone from Susan, and called the ambulance myself. That’s when people realized he wasn’t getting up, his leg was at an awkward angle, and he was growing pale.”
 
   “My God.”
 
   “They ran, River. Ran because they didn’t want to get caught up by the police. I stayed, waiting for the ambulance, even when he told me to get away and take care of his family. I couldn’t leave him there to die. When the police got there, his girlfriend started screaming that I’d done it, and they took me one way as the ambulance took him to the hospital. I found out later he died on the way.”
 
   I took a deep breath. I never told anyone that story. I could picture it so clearly. Hear the screams, the sirens, and Mikhail’s quiet voice telling me it wasn’t my fault, I had to run. But I didn’t and I suffered because of it.
 
   “That was brave of you to stay there with him,” River told me. She gripped my face and forced me to look at her. 
 
   I shook my head, but she didn’t let me look away.
 
   “It wasn’t your fault.”
 
   I knew. I knew that. It didn’t change anything.
 
   “Last night I found the man who betrayed me, but I also found out that Mikhail had a brother.”
 
   “The man who betrayed you was Mikhail’s brother?”
 
   “No, his second. His… Pavel. Look, there are several heads of each family, River, and I will never tell you who they are. If you were ever to meet them, I’d tell you then, but not now.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “But one of them wanted revenge on me because he hated that I gained the status I did so young, and with some of the support I got. He was jealous. His second was Mikhail’s younger brother. Instead of letting his boss kill me off, which would have got his revenge, he exposed him and saved my life. I killed his brother and he saved my life. Taking a life is always hard, no matter how easy it may seem, but nothing could hurt me more than that.”
 
   “Ethan, how did you not know Mikhail had a brother?”
 
   “Some vors have mistresses. They have children with them. Those children aren’t recognized, and usually kept away from the family on pain of death. If Mikhail had told anyone, then his brother and whoever else knew could have been killed.”
 
   “He was protecting you. Maybe it’s only right that his brother saved your life.” 
 
   “How?”
 
   “Because it’s what Mikhail tried to do. Maybe you deserved that second chance more than you realize.”
 
   It hurt to listen, but my heart was desperate to believe. After everything I’d done. All the evil, foul shit I had my hands in, I deserved a second chance. A chance to hear this woman tell me, to keep her safe. To give her a second chance at life. I wasn’t sure.
 
   I couldn’t be sure.
 
   But maybe it was better to believe that and fight for it, than to not, and squander what gifts we might have been given.
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   The barrier was broken. The ties, irrevocable. And then I saw the last piece of him. And I realized that piece belonged to me.
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    River
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The days went a bit differently for a while. All Ethan told me was that he had to work with the other bosses to get some things divided properly before Mikhail’s brother could take over. I didn’t ask him to explain it to me because I knew he couldn’t. That fact that he told me anything meant enough.
 
   Pavel worked with me on how to use my knife while Ethan was away. The way he taught me to hold it made it easier to use within my stances. Over the time I was with Ethan I got better, stronger. I didn’t doubt that now I could kill a man. I may not be able to best a man of Ethan’s skill head-to-head, but I did think other people had someone to fear when they looked at me. 
 
   Pavel stayed calm and collected, and I passed through the days in a bit of a fog. When Ethan wasn’t with me, I practiced. At night, he came home to me and gave me what I yearned for. We came together wildly, and sometimes the pain hurt so good I wondered if I’d survive it. And then he’d pull me into his arms and hold me through the night. Sometimes I held him when the nightmares came and he sounded like a wounded animal.
 
   But things were different. Somehow, I fell in love with my monster and I didn’t want to give him up. He teased me and pushed me to be better. I softened him and taught him to accept his past. It was slow going for both of us, but we made the effort.
 
   But Derrick was still out there. 
 
   I hadn’t forgotten and neither had Ethan. But since the death the other night, Derrick was strangely quiet. Perhaps it was because his plug into Ethan’s organization was missing, and he knew why, that he stopped. But I knew Derrick wouldn’t stop. It was why Ethan came up with a plan.
 
   One that gave me back a piece of my past.
 
   As I stroked the charcoal down the paper, transferring some of the emotions I had in my soul onto canvas, I couldn’t help but smile. When Ethan got my art supplies, it wasn't about Derrick. Instead it was about me.
 
   “Come take a walk with me,” Ethan said. I frowned at him, wondering where we were going since he didn’t have any shoes on, but I stood and put my hand in his anyway. 
 
   “You have to close your eyes first.”
 
   “That will make it hard to walk, Ethan.”
 
   “Trust me.” 
 
   “With my life,” I told him. I knew he hadn’t asked a question, but his swift intake of breath as I closed my eyes made my heart happy. 
 
   Then his arms were around mine, helping me get around the house and up the stairs. After a few near mishaps he just picked me up into his arms and carried me. I buried my face into his neck until he stopped and put me down. I heard a door open up.
 
   “Open.”
 
   Inside the sunlit room was an easel with multiple reams of large paper to work on. Tears streamed down my face as I fingered my way through vine charcoals, sticks, and pencils. He’d gotten me everything I needed, and then some. Canvases were piled neatly to one corner. This particular room had large bay windows that let in a lot of natural light.
 
   “I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “You never should have had to give it up,” he told me. 
 
   I begged him to make love to me in the center of the floor and he did. After a few days, he saw some work I did to get back in the swing of things, he had an idea form in his head. What if I pursued my dream of having a show? Why couldn’t I be the artist I always wanted to be? He knew the right people to call, and could get me the publicity I needed.
 
   “I’m going to be the bait for that asshole,” I said to the air. 
 
   It made me feel good. It wasn’t something I could easily explain. I knew things between Ethan and me weren’t great. We had some growing to do, but we were getting there. And now, I could be a part of catching that wanker and giving him exactly what he deserved. 
 
   But did I have what it took? Could I be the woman Ethan needed me to be to lure Derrick to him, and help him kill? I shifted in my chair, a little afraid of the answer, and hit an unleveled piece of wood. I was able to save my easel from falling, but the wood had a chip in it. 
 
   That was when I caught the edge of what looked like mail. Heart pounding, I got on the floor and tried to look deeper into the hole. What if they were letters from a previous tenant? Some secret love letters that might give me inspiration? Or what if they were Ethan’s?
 
   I jolted up, not sure if I wanted to break the fragile truce we were at. If they were his, and I was never supposed to read them, would he hate me? But then I thought, why would he set me up in a room where he hid them if he didn’t want me to find them?
 
   Probably because he didn’t think I’d be breaking the damn floor and being nosey!
 
   I quieted the voice as I peered deeper into the hole and decided I wanted to see them either way. When I lifted the board, it came away easily. It was nothing more than a small cut out section made to look seamless when it was in right. I held the big envelope in my hand with a letter from Susan to Ethan on the outside. Inside was packed full of letters, all from Ethan to Susan. Every single one unopened. 
 
   Until I cracked the seals. Simple letters, written in Ethan’s scrawling handwriting to Susan. Each one was dated, sometimes a few for the same day, but always to the same woman.
 
   But there was only the one from her. That single letter. 
 
   Then all the letters stopped. I wanted to read her letter first, knowing deep inside it was the 'Dear John' letter that had broken Ethan’s heart while he was in prison. But I found myself less interested in finding how he had broken, and more interested in knowing the man before. 
 
   Dear Susan,
 
   I know things have been hard, and you never liked me fighting in the first place. But you stuck by me. This is the third letter that I’ve written, and I haven’t gotten any back from you. Baby, we can make it through this. You were there through the fight, you saw what happened. You know how it broke me up. Please don’t abandon me now.
 
   I need you.
 
   To keep me sane, to remind me of the goodness in my life. I don’t want to ask you to wait for me, it wouldn’t be fair, but I can’t give you up to some other man and act like I’m okay with that. We can still get married, we can plan a life. 
 
   I love you. I LOVE YOU. Please write me back. Just one letter, telling me anything, and everything. I don’t care if it’s about what color your fingernail polish is. Let me know you’re okay, and you’re thinking about me.
 
   Please.
 
   Your Pantera
 
   As I read his letters I was torn. There was such a capacity for him to love, and I was glad to see it, but it was hard to stomach the begging, soft quality that he had. I found myself wondering what type of woman Susan was to need those pretty words to make her feel better. Did she get off on having control, or had she wanted him to beg her? Was she that normal girl, all blonde hair and blue eyes, ready to take on the world, next to a man who traveled with her to coffee shops and bistros? Was she the girl who passed out at the sight of blood and didn’t know the difference between a flesh wound and a mortal one?
 
   How had Ethan ever wanted her?
 
   Or, more to the point... Would that man have ever wanted me?
 
   My time here, in the house that Ethan came to when he first got out of prison, walking the same steps he had to shed the light of his soul, I realized what he and I shared was born of darkness. It didn’t mean it was any less real, or that we couldn’t be perfect for each other. It meant that we could be jagged and force our pieces together until we were smooth, until we fit.
 
   Because now we only knew how to love hard and fast.
 
   I loved the monster and I could become one that he could love. I could let myself go, give into my every desire. River Kendall could be the name of the woman whom others would fear. All others, except for the man who made her. As illogical as it was, reading these letters made me see more than Ethan ever tried to show me. The light just didn’t appeal to me anymore. I craved Ethan’s pain, his control, his destruction because it mirrored my own. Ours wasn’t a love story of sweet nothings and love making by candlelight.
 
   We were made of broken glass and rough fucks in handcuffs after a gun fight.
 
   That was us, and that was okay.
 
   I finally opened Susan’s letter.
 
   Just three sentences. That was it.
 
   Don’t write me again. I don’t love you anymore. I never did.
 
   I should find her and kill her.
 
   “Snooping through my shit now?” 
 
   I smiled, a lopsided, dark smile, as I turned around and looked at the man I was in love with. Lock, stock, and barrel. She may have never loved him, but I sure as hell did. He stood taller, narrowing his eyes at me.
 
   “You wanted me to find them. But if it makes you feel any better, want to spank me for it?” 
 
   I dropped the letters on the floor and stood up. Then I spun around, watching him over my shoulder, and showed him my ass. My blade, the one I always carried on me was tucked next to my thigh. I gripped it in my hand, shielding it. It was time to show Ethan I was tough enough to be his. Strong enough to take what he dished out.
 
   Driven enough to stay with him. 
 
   And I didn’t need this fragile truce bullshit to stay his.
 
   Seeing how Susan broke him taught me that she was never the woman for him. I was, and it had taken Susan and Derrick to make us who we were to each other. At least the bastards could be thanked for that.
 
   Because that was what Susan did, worse than anything. She left him when he needed her. When he begged her to stay. She was weak enough to turn her back on him, and Ethan despised weakness. The man he was today drove weakness out of everything around him. Because it scared him. It had failed him.
 
   I would not. He was my monster. That bitch, or anyone else, couldn’t have him.
 
   “What game are you playing at?”
 
   “Too chicken shit to come get what you want?” I taunted instead of answering him. His nostrils flared and he stepped forward, hands clenching at his side. He took one step further, but he froze. He was doing that lately, fighting himself, holding back from touching me. It pissed me off. I wanted him, I wanted everything he could give me. 
 
   I wasn’t porcelain, I wouldn’t break. And if I did, he’d make it all better. 
 
   “Or I can find someone else to give it to me.” 
 
   I watched his nostrils flare and then I ducked around him, running from the room. I heard his pounding footsteps behind me and laughed. I slammed through the door to our room and fell back on the bed. He fumed in the door way, chest heaving. 
 
   Laughing still, I used the blade to cut through my shirt and pulled it away from my body. Next I pushed the pants off my hips, but left my underwear on. Something he could rip off later.
 
   “River.”
 
   “You want to see it?” I asked. I came to my knees on the bed, facing away from him, and I pushed my chest to the cover before running my hand down the front of my body and in between my legs. Then I moved my underwear over, showing him my wet sex.
 
   He growled, stepping forward again.
 
   “You think I won’t kill any man who touches you? Think I won’t fuck you up bad enough you won’t be so pretty anymore.”
 
   “Kill him, maybe. Hurt me, never.” 
 
   “Stupid.” 
 
   He gripped my hips and pulled me into him, grinding his jean-clad dick against my core. It was rough, biting into the sensitive flesh there, and it made me so fucking wet. But I needed to make a point first. I used my body to hide my knife, and then pressed the tip into his thigh, close to that oh so pretty artery there.
 
   “You threaten me again, I’ll kill you.” 
 
   It was simple enough to hold the blade there and then lift my leg up and rotate my body so I was laying on my back. Grappling had taught me how to do so many interesting things. I could see the anger in Ethan, but I saw the grudging respect alight in his eyes.
 
   “Think you’d have enough time before I snapped your neck?”
 
   “Maybe, maybe not. But who the fuck would care if we were both dead?”
 
   “You willing to go that far?”
 
   And that was the question, wasn’t it? The one he’d been asking from the beginning. How far was I willing to go to get what I want? Would my will outlast my adversary? For him, for this man who destroyed me, and then built me back up in ways that I hadn’t understood, it was worth it. There was never going to be a way for me to get back to the woman I was before. Or for him to be the man he had been. We could make it work, like this, our own violent and messy way.
 
   “Yes, I am.”
 
   For the first time, I meant it. I fucking believed it, and when his eyes widened, I knew he believed it too.
 
   “Ethan?” I stood up, pressing the blade harder, hearing his quick breath as he held himself perfectly still. His hardened cock was between us, and my wetness slid down my thighs. We were one and the same, two side of the coin, one unable to be without the other.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I’ll kill you if you touch another woman.” 
 
   He barked out a laugh, the first I ever really heard from him, and it warmed me from the inside, touched me in places I didn’t know I had anymore.
 
   “I believe you would,” he said. His rough hands gripped my upper arms, squeezing, his nails digging into my skin. “Don’t play this game with me, River. Not you.”
 
   I knew what he was saying, what he was warning. I knew the end result would be worse than anything I was afraid of Derrick doing, and I wouldn’t be the sole recipient of his rage. If I turned my back on the monster, he would rain destruction on his enemies and friends alike, because everyone would look like a traitor then.
 
   “I want a real wedding, Ethan Kendall. Fuck that shit we had before. And you’re going to wear a fucking wedding band, you understand?”
 
   That smile. That dangerous, wicked smile on his face took my breath away. 
 
   “Yeah, baby. I understand. I understand entirely.”
 
   He crashed his mouth into mine, hard enough our teeth clinked. 
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   I loved the beast I created. Fucking loved her. But I couldn’t tell her. Why? Because loving her aloud meant I had something to lose.
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   Ethan
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   She blew my mind. Entirely. Completely. Because she was asking for my type of fucked up love, and I was watching her blossom in it. As I gripped her hips and slammed my dick inside her tight pussy, every thought but one obliterated out of my head.
 
   She was mine.
 
   I didn’t care about how we came together, or how what we had was violent and shady. I didn’t care that she read the letters where I poured my heart out to that bitch who turned on me. After just six months. All that mattered was the feel of River’s body swallowing me whole and the sight of her holding her knife in her hand. 
 
   My vixen. 
 
   Spreading my knees so I could angle my thrusts, I pushed into her as rough as I could. My balls slapped her with each pound. She cried out, and it nearly made my head explode. In this house where I kept the memories of my past, she melded herself to me. With her passion, her fight, her weakness… And her strength. She could stand up to the monster, and sink her teeth into it when she needed to.
 
   She helped bring me back to life after I took one, put my soul back in place, and anchored it to hers so I knew my way back. I was fucking waxing poetic, but I couldn’t deny it. So I fucked her the way she deserved, because this was our way of making love.
 
   “Arch your back,” I demanded. She did, immediately, without question. Perfect. 
 
   Time to give her a present for being so good.
 
   I got up on the balls of my feet, so my knees were on either side of her ass. Then I leaned over her until I could wrap my fingers around her throat. I put my weight down on that hand, forcing her cheek harder into the bed under her. Massaging her ass with my free hand, I wondered just how red I could get it before she came all over me. 
 
   The first slap rang in the air and River sucked in her breath. Her fingers curled into the bedspread, and the knife in her hand cut a neat line in the material. Fuck it, I’d buy a new one later. The second strike hit the opposite cheek and she cried out, tears gathering in her eyes.
 
   “You want me to stop?” We both knew I wouldn’t.
 
   “Stop hitting like a bitch,” was her reply.
 
   Shit, I loved this woman.
 
   I didn’t hold back, on fucking her or smacking her delectable arse. I watched it ripple under my hands, redden like a juicy new apple. She screamed and cried through it all, but her pussy was milking me, weeping pretty fucking tears all down my thighs. The wet sound of our bodies coming together was the quietest thing in the room, but I heard it every time. It stroked my desire, pushed my pleasure up. 
 
   Her tears made me hot. Her screams asked for more. That perfect cunt of hers pulled me deeper, and I didn’t want to let go. But as perfect as the moment was, I couldn’t get the words out that would throw her into the sun. Couldn’t force those three fucking words out that would seal the deal.
 
   Because if I did so, I’d be letting her know I was shackled to her until death. A flimsy piece of paper making her my wife didn’t mean shit compared to her digging her claws into my bruised heart. The pricks of her love touched me far deeper than some empty vows ever could. To say it out loud, to admit that she was everything and more to me, exposed me to a death I feared more than anything.
 
   She could try to leave, and I’d have to destroy the one thing I loved more than anything else, and I’d die in the process.
 
   I wrapped my arms around her and shifted my other hand from the back of her throat to the front. Holding her body to mine now, I could do so many things. My finger pressed against her pulse and I felt it jump. 
 
   Yeah, baby, you know what’s next. 
 
   As I closed my fingers tighter, cutting off her air, she squeezed my dick like a vice. It felt so fucking good. With my other hand I pinched her nipples. Played with them. Twisted them and raked my nails over the tips. Back and forth, back and forth, while I pummeled her pussy. She couldn’t scream anymore, but I watched her face. Kept an eye on her as a blush washed over her features. 
 
   Kept watching as I slapped her clit and sent her flying. She froze, her entire body locked up as I fucked her, thrusting in and out of her until my balls felt tight. Just a bit more. Her eyes glazed over, but I didn’t let her throat go. Just a bit more. The build was right there in my stomach, spiraling down into my groin. Fuck, I was going to come. She let go of the bedspread and clawed at my hand, an involuntary reaction losing the ability to breath. Her gaze swung to mine, wild and frightened.
 
   And that was the catalyst, the moment.
 
   Pleasure blasted through my body, up from my balls and out of my dick. I bathed her insides with my come and forced my fingers to relax on her throat. That crazy woman I loved? What did she do? She wrapped her arm around mine and gripped my hand in both of hers. She planted butterfly kisses all over my fingers.
 
   Like she was telling me, 'it’s okay.' 
 
   Fuck, I wished I could give her the words. Those three words that would let her know she won me over. That she claimed me as her own, and that she would never truly have to fear me.
 
   But I couldn’t. I was too fucking afraid to.
 
   Instead I buried my face in her back, kissing what flesh I could. The only gentle touches I knew how to give. When I felt her body tremble I knew that, for now, it was enough. I slid out of her and got out of bed. The floor was cold on my feet so I hurried to the bathroom to get a washcloth and soak it in warm water. After cleaning myself up I brought it to the bed and cleaned her as well. 
 
   She flinched when I touched her, her gaze swinging to me in surprise. I smiled at her softly, saying in actions what I couldn’t convey with words. Diamonds. Her tears looked like diamonds when they pooled in the corners of her eyes. And I realized she loved me, maybe much longer before the moment I realized I could love her.
 
   “I’m not planning the wedding, but I’ll get Gwen to come help you,” I told her.
 
   “Gwen?”
 
   “Pavel’s sister. She’ll know what to do.” 
 
   I caught her just as she jumped in my arms with an excited squeal. “Thank you!”
 
   “I didn’t do my job correctly if you can move that much.”
 
   “You could always try again,” she said. She smiled, and it was a bit cruel and a shitload of sexy. 
 
   I was a goner.
 
   * * *
 
   “Do you really think Derrick is going to come to the show, if you can get it pulled off?”
 
   I rubbed my eyes, a little tired after spending the last three hours fucking an insatiable woman. Now I could barely pay attention to the movie we were watching while we ate. 
 
   “He’s obsessed. Obsession doesn’t stop overnight. He’s careful now because his contact inside is gone, and the one that was supporting him in the vors is out too.”
 
   “But you can’t just create an art viewing and think he’s going to show up.”
 
   “I can if I make sure it’s in territory that doesn’t belong to any of the families, and for all intents and purposes it doesn’t look like you are there with anyone. I can’t leave you entirely, he wouldn’t believe that, but if he thinks you are weakened enough, he just might.”
 
   “The plan is to call a few people you know, get me a viewing in like New York somewhere, and then actually have me go alone?”
 
   “New York is typical, and not a good location. A lot of ties there, and too much red tape. He may not believe you could get a showing there so easily. But maybe something smaller, in Nevada, or New Mexico. Somewhere plausible, and not so far away. Derrick only has to think Pavel is going with you. He won’t know you will have an attachment.”
 
   “I don’t care about the attachment. You are going and that’s enough. As long as you’re there, I know I’m okay. And, Ethan?”
 
   “Hmmm?”
 
   “I want to be there when you kill him. I want him to know it’s because of me that he won’t be walking the face of the Earth anymore.”
 
   I laughed, yeah she would ask for that. And yes she was going to go. That was her right. She wanted revenge against Derrick even more than I did, and if I was taking his death on myself, she could at least be there to see it happen.
 
   “Do you want him to go slow?” Whatever she wanted I was going to give to her. 
 
   “I think he should have the same scars I have, even if they don’t have time to heal over.”
 
   She told me all about the things he did to her. Marked every wound she had and made sure I knew how she got them. Her story was burned into my mind. I couldn’t say I was disappointed by her choice in his ending. Actually, I loved it. Fucking loved it. 
 
   “So we will need space and time,” I told her.
 
   “Bring him home. No one will care about his screams there. Besides, you’ll have to deal with the fallout after that.”
 
   I liked the way she said home. Liked how it wasn’t my headquarters, and the gym was my heart. Now home was somewhere she was, and the gym was my dream realized. I liked it. More than I could say.
 
   “Leo will take care of it,” I said, to answer her point.
 
   “Mikhail’s brother?” 
 
   “Yeah,” I said, but had to clear my throat before I could continue. “He’ll make sure the officials on our side will stall the investigation, there won’t be any evidence and things will go smoothly. Derrick actually did us a favor bringing a vor into the mix. Now we are all working together to remove the stain from the family. And his father may find himself in a similar predicament if he makes too much noise.”
 
   “Most parents wouldn’t give a shit about the consequences when their child was involved.”
 
   “Most wouldn’t. But some have a limit.”
 
   An image of River, ripe with my child, came unbidden to my mind. She would be a mother who’d kill to protect her children. I didn’t doubt it. I wondered, if we ever had children, how much more dangerous she would get.
 
   “I wouldn’t give up,” she said, as if she were answering my thoughts. But her expression was sad.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   She snuggled deeper against me and was quiet for a moment. “I won’t ever have kids,” she said finally.
 
   “How do you know?” 
 
   “An abortion gone wrong. It messed me up inside. Got a pretty bad infection and had to have… Let’s just say I don’t have the right stuff anymore to be a mother.”
 
   “His?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah. He said I was trailer park trash, and he couldn’t have someone of my stock having his kids. When he got married, she’d have his children. He took me to Mexico, and that was it.”
 
   Everything I saw was red. Washed in a red haze. That son of a bitch. Fucking cunt. I’d make him feel everything. I would destroy him slowly, piece by fucking piece. Take everything away from him like he’d taken from her. 
 
   My woman would never have kids. Never bring children into the world because that shitty wanker didn’t think she was worth it. My woman. My wife was worth more than any woman in the damn world, and he tried to obliterate her. How she came back from it all, I didn’t know, but I was humbled that it was with me.
 
   “You don’t have to give birth to have children,” I said, making up my mind. It didn’t matter. We had a fucked up life, but if we decided, somewhere down the line that we wanted more, we would. 
 
   “Adoption?”
 
   “Yeah, there are plenty of kids out there that deserve having a great mother. We don’t have to think about it now, or ever, but I’d do it for you.”
 
   She kissed me, and I tasted her tears. This time they were sweet, so sweet.
 
   “The choice, Ethan. Just having the choice is what matters.”
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   I got to do what I hadn’t done in so long… Draw. It was surreal that something so normal in my life was going to be used to help free me. And it was all because of Ethan.
 
   But Derrick could still win.
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   River
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   My fingers were smudged with different shades of black. Emotions came alive on the canvas. I drew what I felt. Every shade, every line, was real to me. I drew my pain over being abused—sad torn bodies filled with scars and gaping wounds that spewed words of hate and anger. Others were filled with thin lines of hope. Sometimes the lines were broken, straining for some sort of connection. I added color in those, slight shades that were barely there. Because for a time, I didn’t know if I would survive. Didn’t know what I would do, but the hope in my heart was too much to contain. 
 
   And then I twisted into anger on other canvases. 
 
   I drew scenes of a terrified woman stuck in a hospital bed with tears and anger in her eyes. She didn’t look like me, but she was me. We mirrored each other, and I poured my feelings into her. The regret, anger, and fear. I gave her what I didn’t want to bear anymore. Because after Derrick was out of my life, I didn’t want to hold on to the feelings that could mess with me in ways I didn’t need them to.
 
   I needed to have the cold calculation only in times when I needed to protect what was mine. Ethan showed me that. The canvases about us were my favorite. They were abstract, with random flashes of red and white against the black background. To someone who didn’t understand, they might see hate and anger, but it wasn’t. We were violent passion, twisted up in bodies that didn’t remember how to love easily. What may look like hate and an unhealthy relationship to others wasn’t how I saw it. As the colors blended and came alive before me, I felt the love blossom in my heart for my broken man. 
 
   What we had wasn’t pretty, but it was a fucking piece of art.
 
   This was the art I was going to present for sale in my exhibition, which I named Scarred Elegance in Albuquerque. I hadn’t been to New Mexico, but the gallery I was going to be working with spoke to me. Their other artists had very imaginative art that I would fit in with. The best thing about it all was that Ethan helped grease some palms to get me the right introductions, but after that, it had been all me. For someone who hadn’t touched charcoals in a couple years, that meant a lot to me.
 
   Rachel, the owner of the gallery, agreed to fly out in order to see my work in person after seeing some scans that I emailed to her. She was chic, fashionable, and direct. I appreciated the bluntness the most. After viewing some of my first pieces, she recommended I made sure I spanned the spectrum of emotions, but that my work would fit well in her gallery, and she’d be happy to do a showing.
 
   I liked that she didn’t tell me I’d sell every piece, or that I’d be the next big thing. It meant enough that I would be making some sort of living with my art, and it was just the frosting on top that Derrick would be taken care of as my dreams became a reality. 
 
   At least we hoped he reached out.
 
   We were home for three weeks now with no word from him. Ethan was fast getting my paperwork, a new California driver’s license and registration on the brand new BMW he bought me. I was a real person, with an ID, a paper trail, and a life—and I wasn’t afraid anymore.
 
   The next step was creating a social media presence. I contacted some of my old professors from college and they were happy to share and support the news about my showing. River Hoyt, because using my married name may have caused problems with our plan, was now the owner of multiple social media pages. I checked them daily and talked to people, posted pictures, and enjoyed being a real woman.
 
   There were times I posted about my workouts at Pantera Jiu-Jitsu MMA Gym, or even took pictures of my work. Everything was like I always wanted it. Even as a ploy to lure Derrick out, I didn’t think I’d stop after he was gone. Ethan gave me my life back, and I couldn’t let it go. A knock at the door behind me interrupted my thoughts and I turned around.
 
   “Come in.” 
 
   Pavel walked in and eyed my work. He would come in every once in a while just to see what I was working on. I believed he was a closet appreciator of art, and I thought that he’d probably end up being one of my sales, if Ethan didn’t buy everything.
 
   “Came to look around?” I asked.
 
   “Pantera wants to see you,” he said. 
 
   “Okay.” I dropped my charcoals wiped my hands on a towel before heading towards the door.
 
   “Can I stay?” Pavel asked.
 
   “For as long as you’d like.” I went back towards him and threw my arms around his neck. He 'humphed' with surprise but hugged me back.
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered in his ear.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For taking care of him until I got here.” 
 
   I kissed his cheek and let him go, but didn’t miss the faint blush on his face before I left the room. Pavel was like a father to Ethan, I saw that easily, and he did the best he could to help Ethan survive in prison. I couldn’t fault him for helping make Ethan the man he was today. It was all he knew and it brought Ethan and I together.
 
   I hurried from the east wing of the house, where my studio was so I could work with the rising sun, and headed down the stairs to get to Ethan’s study. The doors were firmly shut, but I breezed through them. There wasn’t a door in this house I couldn’t open unless Ethan told me not to, and even then he’d have to have a damn good reason.
 
   “You needed me?” I closed the door behind me. In this room, Ethan looked like the dangerous man he was. Today, he had on a black button up shirt that was open at the throat and his sleeves were rolled up over his forearms. He also wore his holsters, and the silver and black butts of the guns were visible. He didn’t often wear his guns in the house, so I hesitated.
 
   When he looked at me his eyes were dangerous.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “The gallery where your show was going to be held next month has been shut down, and Rachel was arrested under suspicion of taking kickbacks under the table. It’s been tied to criminal organizations, possibly.”
 
   “You get her the fuck out of that jail cell.”
 
   My dreams. That fucker had to take away everything that he could that was good and pure. It didn’t matter to him who he hurt or who was affected, as long as he got what he wanted: me hurting. I sank into the chair in front of Ethan’s desk and tried not to feel defeated. I needed to see what Ethan had planned. He was dressed for war, and I worried he might make a stupid decision in his anger.
 
   “I’ve already made sure Rachel has a lawyer, one that isn’t directly related to the family. He’s looking into the charges already and knows the case is shaky, but there will be enough red tape to go through, and permits to be renewed before she can reopen.”
 
   “But she will reopen.” It wasn’t a question. Rachel took a chance on me and I wouldn’t let her fall because some asshole wanted to fuck me over.
 
   “Of course, River. I knew how much this meant to you. I’ll make sure I have a tournament through the gym, and have a few of the guys talk about supporting the place that was going to show one of their fellow fighters. Proceeds from the tournament will go to her. That way they know the money is clean and can’t stop it. This changes things with Derrick.”
 
   “He isn’t going to come out of where he’s hiding unless we give him something really good, then. He’s scared, that makes him stupid, but it also makes him paranoid. Just in case that was a trap for him, he ruined it.”
 
   “Then let him think he’s broken you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Derrick loves to see you fall. He loves to see you cowering and broken. If he thinks that this has, he’s going to be over the moon. You need to make sure that you make him believe this has really messed you up. Every day you should be putting all over your social media how this is messing with you. How you will be pulling back for a while.”
 
   “No one is going to believe that, Ethan.”
 
   “No one that knows you now, but those people don’t know you. And Derrick thinks he knows you. What do you think he will believe?”
 
   Ethan was right on that account. Derrick would think that he won, and it wouldn’t take much. He was used to me breaking down and apologizing as soon as something went wrong because I didn’t want him mad at me. It made me sick to my stomach, but it was the truth. I pulled out my smartphone that I always carried with me now and made a few posts. 
 
   “I’ve started but I’ll do some more later, and won’t be posting anymore pictures for a while.”
 
   “That won’t be enough to lure him out, River.”
 
   Something was off. Ethan stared at me, but he wasn’t seeing me. Not really. He didn’t react to the sadness in my voice, or my presence in the room like he normally would. He was still, watching, waiting. It made my heart race and fear-laced adrenaline course through my veins. 
 
   “You have a new plan, and I’m not going to like it,” I guessed.
 
   “How badly do you want him dead, River? How far are you willing to go to get what you want? If you say you’re through, I’ll protect you and you can live your life, but he’ll always be out there, pulling shit like this until I can get to his ass. But if you say you want him gone now, you have to tell me how far is too far.”
 
   “What are you asking me, Ethan?”
 
   “The same question I’ve always asked you. Do you have a stronger will to see him dead than he has to get you back?”
 
   Did I? I wanted to say yes without thinking, but the way Ethan was acting made me hesitate, think. Derrick was my boogey man, always out there on the horizon looking for ways to ruin me. He wanted me back, and though I wasn’t afraid of dying anymore, I didn’t want to. I had something, someone to live for now, and that mattered more than anything.
 
   But could I really have any sort of life if Derrick was still out there, waiting for me?
 
   No, I couldn’t.
 
   “I’ll go as far as I possibly have to,” I said. I looked Ethan right in the eyes, unflinching in the silence that surrounded us. Ethan stood up slowly, and now I could see his black slacks and hear the click of his dress shoes. He was dressed for business. He approached me slowly before tracing my cheek with the pad of his thumb. 
 
   “It’s going to hurt, baby. I can’t stop it from hurting.”
 
   “Then make sure you’re the only one touching me,” I told him.
 
   “I promise.”
 
   I steeled myself, knowing the hit was coming, reading, somehow, the plan that he had. The one sure way to get Derrick to come for me. When the blow came it felt like my eye was going to explode, but Ethan had made sure to hit right on the cheekbone. Low enough not to cause damage, but in a place where it would bruise easily.
 
   “I’m going to give you back,” he whispered. He struck again, and I spit blood from my mouth. My jaw ached, and I had bitten the back of my tongue.
 
   “I know.”
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   I was going to keep my promises to River. No one was going to touch her but me. That wanker was going to feel every painful thing that ever happened to her. 
 
   Even if they were done by me.
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   Ethan
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I felt sick to my stomach. Fucking nauseous as I watched River’s head loll from one side to the other. Her face was slightly puffy and an ugly purple bruise was already forming on her jaw. I bound her to a chair after transporting her to a warehouse on the outskirts of Port Chicago. Not too far from the water, it was a place most people didn’t come by. It was abandoned over ten years before, and so were the surrounding buildings. 
 
   My woman was here, the ropes biting into her wrists until they bled, and trying to regain consciousness after I beat the shit of her. And why? So I could send pretty pictures of her to that wanker and tell him to come pick up his shitty merchandise. She couldn’t make me money, and she was getting too expensive to keep protected. Especially after she tried to run back to him, again.
 
   And hell, I didn’t want the bitch anymore.
 
   It made me ill to talk about River that way. My woman. My heart. But the prick on the phone got hot to hear it, and was stupid enough to believe me. I heard the desire to get her again in his voice as he told me he’d be coming to get her, and he wouldn’t be coming alone. 
 
   I knew that, and didn’t care. Whoever he came with wouldn’t be as bad as who I had with me, and they would all die if they got in the way. I made sure to reach out to Anatoly, Grigoy, Evgeny, and Leo. Evgeny was sending some of his men to make sure things happened the way they were supposed to. But it was dangerous.
 
   River was tied down, and helpless. I couldn’t fake that with the psycho fucker. He was smart, even if he was an idiot to think I’d let her go. If I painted on bruising just for some pictures, seeing her would have made him realize it was fake.
 
   Besides, when you spent your life beating up on things, you recognized real wounds from fake ones. 
 
   I waited with my guns on my sides, my men at my back, and the love of my life, spitting blood next to me. And waited. An hour passed and Derrick still hadn’t arrived. I forced myself not to check my phone or send him a message. I told him I’d kill her if he didn’t come in time, just to be rid of the problem.
 
   “He’s here, watching,” I heard in the microphone in my ear. The lookout I had waiting to see when Derrick would get there was right on time.
 
   If he wanted to make sure that was what I’d do, I’d give him a show.
 
   “Pavel, I’m going to take her to the water.” I looked over my shoulder and switched to Russian. “Keep an eye out for him.”
 
   “Worthless bitch,” Pavel said out loud in English. He spat on the ground while I cut her ropes off and pulled her from the seat by her hair. 
 
   I wanted to pick her up in my arms and kiss her pain away when she cried out but I forced myself to drag her. She started screaming, kicking out at me and clawing at my fingers.
 
   “Please! I swear I’ll do whatever you want. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I won’t run again. Please! I don’t want to die.”
 
   I ignored her, my heart feeling heavy and my feet dragging. I wanted to stop everything, but I didn’t.
 
   “Shut up, bitch, before I put a bullet in you and be done with you. If Derrick don’t want you then at least I’ll enjoy watching your life fade from your eyes.”
 
   My words had the desired effect. She read me, so clearly. Her gaze locked on to mine, and even though she was hitting me and screaming at me to let her go, there was love in her eyes. She knew how hard this was for me. I knew how hard it was on her. But we were doing this together so she wouldn’t have to be afraid anymore. 
 
   When we reached the ramp that lead into the water, I lifted her up against my body and covered her mouth. Her muffled screams were loud in my ear, but I didn’t stop. I walked to the edge of the ramp and slammed her down. She sputtered, trying to catch her breath.
 
   I hesitated, using the time I was giving her to take a deep breath to look back at Pavel.
 
   “Make sure we aren’t disturbed.” 
 
   Pavel ordered the men to move out. They would, blending into the surroundings, but I had snipers posted, and the men wouldn’t be far enough away that they wouldn’t be able to help River and I. Thinking I gave River as much time as I could, I grabbed her by the scruff of her neck and pushed her head under the water. She flailed around, but she kept her eyes on me, holding her breath. I knew eventually she would start to fight for real, her body’s reaction to the depletion of oxygen. I could only hope that Derrick would show his fucking self by then, or I’d pull her and be damned with trying to lure the cunt where I could get him easier.
 
   “He’s moving in,” my lookout told me. I rubbed my fingers in River’s chin, trying to let her know that it wouldn’t be much longer. I wasn’t supposed to know Derrick was here, so I held her under. She swung at me, her back arching and her body fighting harder to get free. She couldn’t take much longer.
 
   “The bitch probably likes that,” I heard from behind me and pulled River up. She coughed and spat water as I let her go and stood. 
 
   Derrick was there. It was the first time I got a good look at the man that had done so much to River. He was the All-American boy, with dirty blond hair, blue eyes, and a chiseled jaw. He carried himself like he didn’t have a care in the world, His blue business suit was expensive, I recognized the cut, and he had an air about him that said he was used to getting what he wanted.
 
   And he had a gun pointed at me.
 
   “Took you long enough,” I said to him. I tucked my hands into my slacks, more to hide my balled up fists. River curled around my feet, sobbing and still apologizing. I’d believe she was in shock if I didn’t know better.
 
   “He’s got guys with him,” my lookout warned.
 
   “Had to make sure you were real,” Derrick said.
 
   I laughed. “The fuck do I care about your game, hmm? If you want her so God damned much, you come and get her. I’m done with her.”
 
   “You see, I got a problem though,” Derrick said. “You touched my goods. Played with it. Sampled it. She’s got good pussy, I know. She likes it rough, and a man like you would appreciate it. But I don’t like shit that belongs with me played with.”
 
   Eight men came from behind the warehouse, four on each side and flanked Derrick. He smiled as they pointed their weapons at me.
 
   “So I think it’s better if I just kill you both. Leo thought the same.”
 
   I froze as Leo stepped around the warehouse as well. Was he on our side, or theirs? He hadn’t contacted me about being of assistance, but I hoped and fucking prayed that he really did believe that the family came first. Leo smiled at me, pulling his gun. But before he made it to Derrick’s side he shifted it towards the man closest to him. 
 
   “Snipers ready?” he asked.
 
   “Go!” I cried. 
 
   I ducked low as shots went off. My gun felt like heaven in my hands. River tucked in tight behind me as I picked off men racing towards us. A bullet bit through the skin of my arm, just enough to burn me, but not enough to disable it.
 
   I grunted, shaking the offending arm out. River cried out behind me, slapping her hand over the wound.
 
   “Keep him alive!” she demanded.
 
   “I hear you,” the lookout said in my ear, picking up the order. 
 
   “Make sure you don’t hit that son of a bitch Derrick either,” I said into my mic.
 
   “He’s caught one in the leg, to keep him down, but other than that, he’s all yours.”
 
   It was slow getting River back up the ramp as we mowed down the other men there. When the bullets stopped flying, Derrick was pinned down, Leo holding a gun to his temple.
 
   “Look, have the girl. I’m fucking done with the slut. Just let me live,” he begged.
 
   “Is everyone who isn’t family bitch made?” Leo asked.
 
   I laughed, it was choppy, but it eased the tension. “I think he’s a special case.”
 
   “Better that he is gone from the world then,” Leo said. He tucked his gun into his holster before looking up at me.
 
   “We are good,” he said.
 
   “Is that possible?”
 
   “My brother told me once that you were our big brother, and one day you’d know about me and would help watch out for me like you did for him. It was the day before he died. Seeing the pain it caused you meeting me, I believe it.”
 
   “I will be here,” I told him.
 
   “And I will come and talk with you one day, about Mikhail, and who he was.”
 
   I watched Leo walk away, a lump in my throat. I felt hands grip my shoulder, and then I sensed River, pressing her face into my back. Water dripped on me, seeping into my shirt. It reminded me what we were here for, that she was safe, and that we could start our lives.
 
   I looked down at the crying man, bleeding from a gash to his calf and felt lighter than I ever had in my life. Leo and I would find a way to make things work. And through that I would find a way to apologize to my friend in spirt. River was going to be safe, and the families would go back to smooth sailing.
 
   There was just one final thing to take care of and that was within my grasp.
 
   “You crazy bitch, you think he’s going to treat you better than I did? Look at your face. Don’t let him do this to me,” Derrick cried. 
 
   River stepped around me. She stood tall, her head held high and her eyes flashing. “Anyone have a hair tie or a rubber band?” she asked.
 
   Pavel reached into his back pocket and gave her a pink one. I recognized it as her favorite as she put her hair up in a ponytail. Then Pavel handed her the knife and sheath she usually kept on her and she tied it on her thigh.
 
   “Thank you, otets,” she said. Father. I had never seen Pavel blush, but he was close to it. But there was pride in his eyes as he looked at River.
 
   “Now, to you,” she said to Derrick. Her smile was a mirror of mine, just as crazy and dark. “I don’t really give a shit about what my face looks like right now. You should see it after we’ve fucked. But you don’t worry about how he’s going to be treating me. After you’re dead, you won’t care anymore will you?”
 
   “You bitch! You crazy fucking bitch! I’m a senator’s son. You can’t kill me. You know how fast they will come looking for you?”
 
   “Whatever. First man that makes sure he can’t talk shit to me anymore gets a thousand bucks,” River offered.
 
   Pavel beat everyone to the punch and knocked Derrick out.
 
   “I’ll take my payment in your art,” he said.
 
   “For that, otets, you get two. Oh, and bring the other guy, the one who shot Ethan. He and I have a date.”


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\erin\Downloads\Scarred Chapter 25.png] 
 
   Revenge tasted sweeter when it was over time. I didn’t want Derrick to have it easy. Besides, how hot was it to have a man kill for you… Slowly… Deliciously… Just because you asked?
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   River
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   There was something absolutely wrong with Ethan and I. There was nothing I would do to change it, but it didn’t make it any less crazy. We stood in our dungeon, where Derrick was hanging by his wrists on one side of the room, and slumped on the other side was the man who shot Ethan.
 
   Rage twisted through me as I watched Pavel check him to make sure he was still fucking breathing. I knew it was a flesh wound, that Ethan would survive. But someone had decided, had the fucking nerve to hurt what belonged to me. As Ethan held me in his arms, calling out orders to his men to lock our home down and get the clean-up crew working to make sure what happened today would be erased, I couldn’t stop staring at my enemy as he crouched on the ground. The little shit spit blood on the ground and groaned.
 
   “Pavel,” I said.
 
   “Yes, River?”
 
   “Stand him up.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Do as I say.” 
 
   Pavel looked up at Ethan, and I caught the movement. I bit my tongue to keep from lashing out at him for seeking permission. I was Ethan’s wife, but I understood how the business was run. It was Ethan’s voice they needed, his control that kept them together. It didn’t matter to me. As long as they did what I needed them to.
 
   “What are you planning, detenysh?” Ethan lifted my chin towards him, but I couldn’t take my eyes off. my prey. 
 
   I finally understood what he’d been trying to tell me. That coldness that bled through my veins was beautiful. It was so sweet to taste, powerful and strong. I knew this man, my enemy, could be killed, easily, by my hand, and I wasn’t afraid any longer. Completely unafraid. 
 
   “River? What do you want?” Ethan asked again.
 
   “Retribution,” I told him. His chuckle sent fire through my womb.
 
   “Do as she says, Pavel.”
 
   Guards surrounded us in the dungeon. Leo leaned off to the side, watching everything with hooded eyes. I think a part of him was pissed as well that Ethan had been hurt. Or maybe he wanted to be around the man that his brother had cared so much for. I’d figure it out later, but for now I pulled my ever present blade from the sheath on my thigh. 
 
   “I need another one.” Pavel produced a second one. It didn’t match the color, and the weight was a bit different, but I gripped them in my fists. They felt good, like the best sex, in my hands. Pavel then locked his charge upright with chains at his wrists and ankles. He hung there limply, breathing roughly. 
 
   “Take your punishment like a man,” I told him as I stepped away from Ethan.
 
   “Fucking bitch. If there weren’t so many men around I’d show you exactly what I could do.”
 
   “Oh, really?” Yeah, talk shit. He was going to fucking die tonight. 
 
   “Whore.”
 
   I chuckled, the same, dark, twisted sound I heard from my husband so many times before. I was his equal, created in his image, loved by his darkness, and this man was nothing in the face of that.
 
   “I am, but only for him. And you hurt him. Your blood belongs to me.”
 
   It was a promise. I ignored his threats as I stalked over to him. My blade cut easily through his pants, and I wasn’t specific about his pants versus skin. He yelled, bucking away from me, but I didn’t give a shit. His limp dick felt like mushy shit in my hand, but then my blade was cutting, his screams twisted up inside of me, and I was laughing. 
 
   I don’t know how many times I cut him. I lost count. I just kept going, seeing Ethan shot over and over. In slow motion I saw him grimace. That was all it took to incur my wrath. It wasn’t until blood was dripping off me and I didn’t hear anymore cries that I stopped. Then I was stumbling back, smiling through the red haze. When I turned to face Ethan, he had that lopsided, twisted smile. Pavel nodded once at me, and the guards placed their fists over their hearts.
 
   “Pika,” one said.
 
   “Yeah, wouldn’t want to come against her with one in her hand,” Ethan said.
 
   “Pika?” I asked. I wiped my blades on the sides of my pants, but there was no way they would get clean. I’d have to take a few showers, I supposed.
 
   “Blade, baby. They are calling you Blade.”
 
   “A name I earned. A name I carved into my enemies so that they would never forget,” I said, remembering his words to me so long ago.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   It was sick, we were sick, but we loved one another. It was okay, the only way we knew how. Derrick flipped a switch inside of me, so deep it could never be fixed, but I was lucky enough to find a man who could love me anyway. A man whom I could love because he was just as fucked up as I was.
 
   It wouldn’t make sense to so many others. We weren’t normal and we never would be. We deserved love too. And, unless they tried to tear us apart, they would be safe from our anger. Ours was a love that was forged with steel, tied in blood, and sweetened by pain.
 
   I needed a monster to make me one too, so I could love him.
 
   I am so fucking happy he did.
 
   “Please let me go. Oh my God, please,” Derrick cried behind me.
 
   “Oh, you fucking spoiled the mood. I’m trying to tell this guy over here I’m fucking in love with him, and you ruin it.”
 
   “I think I just heard you say it anyway,” Ethan said, laughing at me. I stuck my tongue out at him, bloody and all, and the guards laughed around us. 
 
   “You want to start on him now or later?” I asked.
 
   “Clean up first, baby, he’ll be here when you get back.”
 
   “You won’t do anything without me will you?”
 
   “Of course not. You’d probably cut the shit out of me.”
 
   I was laughing as I ran out of the dungeon area and headed upstairs. The only thing that could have made any of this better was hearing Ethan loved me too, but I may not have used the best moment to tell the man that I was in love with him. It didn’t matter, I meant it.
 
   As I climbed in the shower, I didn’t think I could feel freer. Someone who had never been captured, or held against their will may not have understood what was going on. They wouldn’t get that being free of the hell that went on before, of learning to accept yourself, no matter how dark it got, could be something liberating. 
 
   Ethan freed me. From my past, from the shame that what I wanted in my soul was wrong, that loving the way we did was fucked up. It didn’t matter that no one would understand, or maybe only those in our world would get it. It was enough that we did. He didn’t have to tell me he loved me. I knew he did.
 
   I’d just have to get him to say it at least once.
 
   The shower felt good as I washed the blood off me. There was something to be said about a shower doing as much for your soul as it does for your skin. I just had a few more things to do before I would rest and live my life: kill Derrick Reese, marry my husband the right way, and move on. But all those things were possible. It was a matter of when instead of how. 
 
   Who was I now? A bratva wife? Victim? Survivor? Lover of dark things, even as I danced in the light? All those things, and none of them. I was River Kendall, monster with a Frankenstein soul pieced together with Ethan’s. Sometimes I’d cry, other times I’d laugh. There would be times I’d fear the pain I could receive, and other times I’d be giving it out. No matter what though, I was comfortable in my skin. For the first time, I could honestly say that. 
 
   I climbed out of the shower and turned it off before towel drying, My hair was a damn mass of curls and I found one of my t-shirts to suck up the moisture, but leave it wet enough to air dry without frizz. I chuckled at doing that. It was funny how little things that used to be my habit disappeared when I had other things running through my mind so fast that I couldn’t think straight. Soon I’d be wearing makeup again and keeping up with the latest fashions because I had a figure that could pull it off.
 
   I was me again. No, that wasn’t right. I was me, brand new and improved. The thought put a skip to my step as I looked around for my black tights and tank top. I wouldn’t be involved directly in Derrick’s demise, but I wanted to see his face as he suffered the many things I went through. I tucked my hair back up in my pink hair tie and left the room.
 
   Pavel was at the bottom of the stairs waiting for me.
 
   “Otets?” he asked me.
 
   “Does it bother you?” I hadn’t thought that maybe he hadn’t wanted the term of endearment.
 
   “No. Ethan called me the same. When he’s Ethan with me and not Pantera, he will still call me the same. I could not be more proud of you. Our life isn’t easy, and much of what we do isn’t right, but we are a family. You are good for him.”
 
   “He healed me, otets. He doesn’t even realize it, but he saved my life.”
 
    
 
   “You saved his too. I think he held on for as long as he did because I wouldn’t let him run from it. I forced him to keep going and survive. There were days though, I saw more death in his eyes than life.”
 
   “I’ll keep an eye out for him.”
 
   “I know you will. And, doch?” Daughter, I knew that word. I think I liked hearing that from him more than Pika.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I want the picture from you in the hospital, and the other after you fell in love with him.”
 
   “You recognize them?”
 
   “We all know love, child.”
 
   “They are yours.”
 
   “Then go to your man. He needs Pika now more than River. What he will do, he needs your strength to help him through. After, you can be River, and he can be Ethan for you. Together you will get over what you have done.”
 
   It was a warning and advice, and I took it to heart. He knew much more about what was about to happen than I did. As I headed down the stairs to the dungeon I allowed Pika to push through, and let River fall away. Pika wouldn’t cringe at the blood. She wouldn’t feel bad for Derrick, or wish to put an end to his misery because she couldn’t see any human in that much pain. 
 
   Pika was the blade by which River would cut her revenge out on the world. A creation of Pantera, vor of Northern California. I was her as I opened the door to the dungeon where Derrick was kept. Pantera turned around and smiled at me. We were a match forged in violence, and our union was to be consummated in blood. Nothing felt as good as shutting the door behind me and hearing Derrick whimper.
 
   Because neither of us gave a shit about how much he begged. When we were through with him, he’d be fucking happy to die.
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   I gave my beautiful beast the revenge she craved. And she gave me a beating heart. Fair trade.
 
   
 
  

26
 
   Ethan
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Derrick only stayed awake for the first hour. Then I had to give him an adrenaline shot to wake him back up. He woke up screaming, but I didn’t really give a shit. After a while I just stuffed his socks in his mouth and my ears got a break.
 
   Through it all River was there with me. She didn’t laugh and call names. Instead she watched silently, with a single-minded attention. I knew she watched him receive the wounds that she had, stared at his face, and remembered when she went through the same thing. After a while, there wasn’t much left of Derrick to mess with, and he couldn’t make noise anymore.
 
   Then River stood up.
 
   “Send him to sleep, Pantera. Everyone needs release from their pain.”
 
   I did it quickly, exhausted in so many ways and ready to be done with it all. I didn’t regret a moment of it. Derrick deserved to die the way he did, and he deserved to know what River had gone through. How many people in the world said that they’d like just a little of time with a rapist? Or wanted to be alone in their room with a murderer so they could get their revenge?
 
   But how many people had the stomach to sit through it all?
 
   If given a chance, who would run away from the opportunity to get their revenge? River hadn’t, and I saw what it did to her. Her eyes were hallow, that coldness seeping over her. And when she looked at me, she was smiling, a ghost of happiness on her face. I knew that response. When I couldn’t decide between loving the vicious shit I just saw or thinking I was a sick bastard for even doing it. And somewhere in between was the truth.
 
   She needed to see it, to have that freedom, but now that the anger and need for revenge was gone, she had to deal with the fact that Derrick was dead. Truly dead. His soulless eyes would never blink again, and she was the cause, even if I was the weapon.
 
   To add to that, she killed someone just barely hours before. Two deaths in one day swirling in her head. Their faces plastered to her retinas, their screams ringing in her head, and the memories couldn’t be erased. I tried to stop her from ever feeling this, but she needed to. Now I didn’t tell her I told her so, instead I took her shoulders and helped her stand. 
 
   When the adrenaline left her and her legs shook as she stumbled out of the room, I lifted her into my arms and held her tightly to my chest. I didn’t head upstairs at first. I called Pavel to me.
 
   “Clear the halls, and make sure we have privacy within the main house. She’s diving.”
 
   “The first ones are always the hardest.”
 
   “Yeah, and I have a feeling these aren’t going to be the last if anyone hurts me again.”
 
   “No, but then she will truly understand what she’s doing, and she’ll be even more dangerous.”
 
   “I’ll agree with you there.”
 
   Pavel went back upstairs to do what I told him, and I waited.
 
   “I thought it was going to be easy,” she said to me.
 
   “It is never easy, River. Taking lives shouldn’t be.”
 
   “But I don’t regret it. I don’t even feel bad. It’s like a part of me just can’t seem to comprehend what I saw.”
 
   “I didn’t say you would regret what you did. The ass deserved to die, but you grew up thinking that killing was wrong. You always thought that death was supposed to happen naturally. You have to let that part of you die. And sometimes it takes a very long time to happen.” 
 
   She lifted a bit in my arms and wrapped her arms around my neck. “You know all about that, don’t you Ethan?”
 
   “First guy I killed was my best friend. The second one was the one who tried to kill Pavel in his sleep. The first death was accidental and ripped me up inside. It burnt a hole into my psyche. And when I killed the other guy? I didn’t regret it, it was for Pavel, but I saw Mikhail’s face, just for a moment, and I cried. For the rest of the night I couldn’t stop the tears from flowing. And then, one day, I didn’t see Mikhail’s face anymore when I killed and the tears stopped. I didn’t come back to life until you River.”
 
   “Then are we dangerous together, Ethan? Having me may have brought you back to life, but do you regret that I didn’t pull you completely into the light? That instead I fell into the darkness with you?”
 
   I saw Pavel at the top of the stairs and headed up. The house was quiet, the lights off. We were down there all fucking day. For hours, exorcising our demons. The only one that was still there was Leo, looking out the back window.
 
   “He told me to go, but I told him you needed to make sure you were protected, and that someone was making sure things were going smoothly while you took care of business. I will stay. Go take care of your woman, and I’ll keep watch over the media, police scanners, and anything that may come up.”
 
   “He’s going to start calling you little bro if you keep acting like this,” River said with a watery chuckle.
 
   The tears, they were coming and she wouldn’t want anyone to see her like that.
 
   “May not be such a bad idea. I will see you later, River,” Leo said. He never once turned around. He was a dark silhouette, and he looked enough like Mikhail to me that it almost hurt.
 
   “Thank you,” I said. I didn’t expect Leo to respond. It wasn’t needed. Right now River meant more, and I’d have time to get to know the man that should have killed me. 
 
   By the time I reached the top of the stairs, River was shaking. When we were in our bedroom she was crying. It wasn’t those heaving sobs that wrecked her body. She cried silently, with barely any sound, and tears just streamed down her cheeks. All the sadness was in her eyes and her face was almost devoid of any emotions.
 
   “I can’t—”
 
   “Don’t try to stop. Don’t try to understand. Just let it go and let me take care of you.”
 
   “I’m supposed to be there for you after you kill, not the other way around.”
 
   “You are here for me, River. Right now I’m so worried about you that I can’t think about what I’ve done. You being River is just enough.”
 
   I carried her into the bathroom and sat her down on the toilet. She slumped back against the cold porcelain while I turned on the bath water and made it hot. As it filled I dumped the vanilla crystals she liked to used so much lately that made her smell divine. Then I turned on the shower so we could clean up the stench and marks of the dungeon time. When we got in the tub, I wanted it to just be about us.
 
   And I wanted to give her something that I never had before.
 
   I stripped us both out of our clothes and helped her get into the shower. She sighed as she let her head fall back. Water cascaded over her face and my chest. The rivulets washed away what we did and brought us back to being just Ethan and River. We’d get dirty again, but for now, we needed something else.
 
   I hoped I still remembered how to do it.
 
   Once we were out of the shower and that water was off, I turned off the water running in the large garden tub. Steam rose off the top, and I could smell vanilla in the air. After I helped River slide into the hot water I went in search of the thick tapers Pavel kept around the house for when we had power outages. He usually kept them in every room to make sure no one was ever trapped completely in the dark.
 
   After I found a few I headed back into the bathroom and lit them. The counter around the sink would be covered in wax by the time we were out of the bath, but oh well. Now we were surrounded by flickering candlelight as the harsh overhead light went off. It was the best feeling in the world to slide into the tub behind her and wrap her in my arms.
 
   Her hips we nestled against my balls, her back to my stomach. I pushed her head back so it rested on my shoulder. Then I kept my hands soft. Each glide was meant to entice, to draw her back to me. To stop the tears from flowing. The water swirled around my hands, rippling against her breasts, as I stroked, learned her body in a way I hadn’t before. 
 
   Her skin was the smoothest I’d ever felt. Her breasts were heavy in my hands, the nipples pretty, dusky nubs I wanted to lick and tease. And then I played between her legs. I couldn’t feel her wetness, but I glided easily over her pussy lips, teasing the hole. It was hard to go slow, to remember what it was to go easy. But I did it for her. For the twisted woman in my arms that loved pain, but needed me to love her more right now.
 
   Nipping my way over her neck, I loved the sound of her moan as she gripped the sides of the tub. It wasn’t enough. I wanted to taste her, feel her moisture, suck on her until she screamed for me. I lifted her from the water and sat her on the edge of the tub, the wall at her back. 
 
   “Ethan?”
 
   I shook my head. I wasn’t in the mood for talking. Plus it was rude when my mouth was full. It only took moments to kiss my way down her stomach and find the prize I was looking for. The first swirl of my tongue over her clit had her back arching. She tasted sweet and tart at the same time. Her scent enveloped me. Using my thumbs I opened her lips wider and moved my face from side to side until my lips completely surrounded her clit. Then my fingers were free. 
 
   I sucked her, flicking my tongue over and over, as my forefinger teased that pretty fucking hole I loved to fuck so much. 
 
   “God, Ethan, yes.”
 
   That’s what I wanted. I pressed my finger into her, and curled it upward toward the top of her pussy. Her soft tissue parted around my finger, and let me press against a slightly smooth area deep inside of her. 
 
   “Fuck!”
 
   That’s it, baby.
 
   I pushed another finger inside of her and used my hands to give her some margin of roughness. She rocked her hips, pressing her pussy into my mouth. Her fingers tunneled through my hair and she gripped the strands strong enough to sting. I kept going. Her juices ran over my fingers and drizzled down. With my other hand I used my thumb to play with that tight bundle of skin that blocked the entrance to her ass.
 
   She sucked in a breath, but she smashed my face harder against her. I nipped her clit, lightly, just as I pressed my thumb in to the first knuckle. Her wetness made the motion seamless, and it was sweet to feel her ass clench around me. I pumped my fingers together, taking her pussy and ass. She screamed louder, her breath coming in short, hard pants. A flush spread over her skin and her titties bounced prettily for me. I watched it all, taken away by her pleasure, the way she threw herself into what I did to her. 
 
   Fucking perfect. 
 
   I pushed harder, sucking more and flicking my tongue faster. I ignored the ache, the way my fingers wanted to cramp up. This was for her, and however long I had to go, I didn’t care. I pushed my thumb all the way inside of her ass and she clenched, her muscles spasming.
 
   Almost there.
 
   I added another finger inside of her pussy and moved faster. I worked her, watching, waiting. Until she was coming, silent, head tossed back, and mouth wide open. I played with her clit until she was running from me, pushing at my face, and buckling over. 
 
   Only then was I done.
 
   My dick was harder than a spike, ready to take her, needing her. I sank down back into the warm water and pulled her over me so she straddled my cock. Then I helped her lower on it, slowly. I fucking wanted to come right then. Her muscles were so fucking tight. 
 
   I lifted my hips, sinking all the way into her. And then I was gone. Lost to everything else but the way she felt, her taste on my tongue, and racing toward a fucking nut. She rose and fell over me, holding onto my shoulders for balance. The water sloshed out of the tub, but I didn’t give a damn. It was too perfect, too right.
 
   I needed a little more.
 
   I forced my gaze to travel over her body. The way she bit her lip, how her eyes were half-mast as she watched me. I watched her breasts jump, and her hips play with the surface of the water. Everything was a catalyst, drawing my balls up higher and higher.
 
   Fuck!
 
   I exploded, throwing my head back and gripping her hips. I forced her down hard on my dick, making sure she took all of it. My hips flexed and relaxed, small little pumps that shot my pleasure up higher and higher. I felt drained by the time I was finished, my body limp and useless.
 
   “You drive me crazy,” I said. I could bare catch my fucking breath.
 
   “You like how I drive you crazy.”
 
   More like loved.
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   “What?” I asked her, confused.
 
   “What did you just say?”
 
   “That you drive me crazy.”
 
   “No after that.”
 
   Had I said that out loud? Maybe I had. It might not be that hard to tell her how I felt about her. Maybe it was exactly what we needed. The last little barrier that needed to be removed before we could start our life. I looked at her and saw the tears gathering in her eyes, and the eager way she watched me.
 
   She wanted it as much as I wanted to give it to her.
 
   “I love you, River.”
 
   “I love you too, Ethan.”
 
   “I’d kill for you again.”
 
   “I know. I’d kill for you again.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around her and held her. So maybe we were fucked up. But we were fucked up together. Bad luck to anyone who decided they were bold enough to get in between that.
 
   By the time we were done, there wouldn’t be a body for anyone to find.
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   The first day of the rest of my life. No need to keep running. And I didn’t care about jumping. Ethan was there catch me.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
   River
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   One Year Later
 
   I looked up and down at myself in the mirror. I couldn’t believe the day was actually here. Today I was going to officially become Mrs. Ethan Kendall. I chose a form fitting mermaid gown in eggshell. The bodice was covered in pearls and lace designed to look like flowers. It was a simple design, but it took my breath away. 
 
   Around my neck was a choker made of black diamonds. It was an odd piece, but next to my skin, I held that bit of darkness that was so a part of us. I took off the rings Ethan originally got for me, and put them in a safe place. He told me I’d be getting a new set, one that would match his. 
 
   “Are you ready?”
 
   I turned at Gwen’s voice. Pavel’s sister had the same quiet bearing her brother did, and I instantly liked her. It helped that she was also married to a vor. Ethan introduced me to the respectable older gentleman at the engagement party, and I saw the respect between them. I figured he was one of the vor Ethan hadn’t wanted to tell me about that was with him when he found out which had betrayed him. That he was still standing spoke better of him.
 
   “Yes, more than anything,” I told her.
 
   “Being married to a vor is not always easy, but it has its own rewards doesn’t it?”
 
   “More than I ever thought it would. Was it as hard for you to transition as it was for me?”
 
   “Yes and no. I grew up in the family, so I knew what to expect. Pavel was always the perfect example, but he still kept a lot from me because women aren’t involved in the business. But, being a vor’s wife is much different. By definition we know much more than others do. It took some getting used to because I thought being his wife meant I had a right to know everything. And sometimes not knowing stressed me out more than anything. But then, when I found out some things, I wished I hadn’t.”
 
   “I know what you mean.”
 
   Over the last year I learned how Ethan ran his business. Even though I could stand beside him and watch his back, it didn’t mean that sometimes I didn’t believe transgressions would require some of the drastic means they were punished with. To keep peace between us, Ethan wouldn’t tell me what they did and I wouldn’t ask. If someone disappeared I knew they had done something and figured the safety of us all mattered much more than how much I missed them. 
 
   I kept those in my tight circle to Pavel, Leo, and Ethan.
 
   The vors and the atrovitet had gotten close, even working together with business ventures that helped them all become richer. Evgeny would assist when he could on business matters, and Anatoly would give them guidance. Grigory’s part I wasn’t always sure of, and figured there was a reason Ethan didn’t tell me much about him.
 
   It was enough that I knew all the vors names now, and looked to one as my brother-in-law.
 
   “I’ll be out there, waiting for you.”
 
   “I’ll see you soon,” I told her.
 
   I chose Gwen to be my matron of honor. I didn’t know many women who could stand with me that were secure enough. The affair was a big media hit, the bachelor of Pantera Jiu-Jitsu Gym with the dark past finally getting married to an up-and-coming artist. I heard some big names in the mixed marital arts world were going to be in attendance. I finally turned away from the mirror and headed out of the bedroom door. Pavel was there to meet me. 
 
   He would be the man giving me away.
 
   “Otets.”
 
   “Doch, I’m so proud to walk with you today.”
 
   “No one else could have done it,” I promised him. He smiled at me, a rare smile that lit up his face. “You and Ethan keep smiling then no one is going to believe you’re dangerous.”
 
    “Oh, little one, maybe we are more dangerous now because we have something to smile about, da?”
 
   I couldn’t argue with him there. 
 
   He walked me to the back door and waited for the music to pick up. Once it did, we exited the house. I didn’t care about anyone else but Ethan. He stood at the alter waiting for me, in a black on black tuxedo. He styled his hair back and edged his beard so that it was crisp.
 
   He was the sexiest man alive, and he was all mine.
 
   I saw the same emotions burning in his gaze. He never broke eye contact as I walked slowly up the aisle toward him. Each step brought me closer to him, closer to linking us publically and forging the way to a new life for us. Violins played, white rose petals were under my feet, and the sun was shining. 
 
   It was so different from the first time. I was a different woman, bound to him and linked to him in a way I never thought possible before. Instead of running towards an unsteady future, I was walking towards a door that had always been shut to me.
 
   A doorway to love unlike anything I ever thought possible.
 
   And I was fucking smiling the whole way.
 
   * * *
 
   “I want to take you away so I can get you out of that damn dress and fuck you against the dresser. Would you like that Mrs. Kendall?”
 
   I groaned, envisioning it. “Yes. Right now.”
 
   He chucked, the ass. “Well, after we have the first dance, of course.”
 
   “You tease.”
 
   “Serves you right for wearing that fucking dress out here.”
 
   “I could have come out in a burlap sack, Ethan, and you would have been hard.”
 
   “Yeah, but at least I would have been too busy laughing to give a shit about my dick.”
 
   I laughed, one of the many times I’d done so since Derrick’s death. Time was sweet against my tongue now. A prized possession I shared with Ethan. Sometimes I’d wake up at night and be terrified this was all a dream, and he hadn’t saved me from myself. But then he’d be there, taking me into his arms, and making love to me until I had no doubt just how real he was.
 
   “Ethan, there is someone who would like to talk to you,” Leo said. When he stood next to Ethan and cast me a sidelong glance I tensed, knowing that whoever was coming could upset me. Cameras clicked around us as Senator Connor Reese walked up to us, a false smile plastered on his face. He waved to the cameras as his wife followed suit. He stopped to shake hands here and there, before he reached us.
 
   “A beautiful ceremony, Mr. Kendall. Martha and I were very happy to accept an invitation to be here. Leo has been excellent on the Hill, and I am eager to see what he will do if he makes it to the floor,” Connor said as he shook Ethan’s hand.
 
   When he looked at me his eyes flickered with recognition, but he recovered quickly.
 
   “And this must be the beautiful Mrs. Kendall. The photos didn’t do you justice, my dear. My wife is a great purveyor of art. She’d love to see some of your work.”
 
   “Why not now?” Ethan asked and I wondered what the hell he was trying to pull.
 
   “Oh, we wouldn’t want to impose,” Martha said quickly.
 
   “Nonsense. I live and breathe art, and any fan has my undivided attention, wedding or not,” I said. 
 
   Ethan caressed my back, letting me know I did the right thing.
 
   “This way,” Ethan directed. He held out his hand, and the cameras kept flashing as we made our way into the house.
 
   “Pavel, if you could bring some of River’s work. She works under Hoyt, her maiden name, but that’s just for professional purposes, in case you were interested in purchasing anything,” Ethan said.
 
   “Hoyt. That names sounds so familiar. Oh my dear,” Martha said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Were you that girl that was in the hospital a little over a year ago? Our organization had a fundraiser for your medical bills.”
 
   More like Connor paid to get Derrick clear of the charges, and he told his wife that lie to soothe her. But I didn’t care, Connor looked a little green around the gills and I liked it. 
 
   “Yes, that was me. Thank you so much, by the way, for all your help. It was that fundraiser that brought me to Ethan’s attention. He offered to cover my rehabilitation at his gym. Several of the coaches there are physical therapists. I suppose I could say it’s all because of you that we are together!”
 
   It was false cheer for her, but the woman was too stupid to realize.
 
   “Anything we can do to help out the great state of California,” Connor said.
 
   “And the state of California will continue to support you, as long as you are the man for the job,” Ethan said.
 
   “Why wouldn’t he be?” Martha said with a smile.
 
   “Oh, you know how things happen. Sometimes people change and the public has to replace them. I don’t see that happening with this Senator. It would be a shame not to have your family helping California as much as you have. You would be a great loss to our residence,” Ethan said.
 
   I read the threat as plain as day. Connor continued to do his job for the family or he and his family would be gone. And that meant not worrying how and when his son died. There had been some inquiries, privately, as Connor didn’t want anyone to know about his illegitimate son. It would ruin his chance for reelection. 
 
   “I’m sure Senator Reese will continue to do everything he can to help California. He wouldn’t want me to replace him any time soon, and I’d be quick to step there. I’m ambitious,” Leo added. His laugh sounded teasing and jovial, and Martha laughed with him, shaking her head. But Connor got the message. He was slightly pale as he swallowed hard.
 
   “You are absolutely right, Mr. Kendall, and I will take your suggestion to heart. I’m quite happy where I am.”
 
   Good boy. Ethan Kendall wasn’t a man that Connor wanted to press, and Leo was quickly gaining the same reputation. Connor knew the families already had someone in place that could take everything away from them when they were ready. As long as he did what was necessary, and that meant forgetting about Derrick and moving on, then he would be okay.
 
   I suppose Ethan was right. For some parents, there was a price that was too high to pay. 
 
   “You don’t have any business we can smear around before we get rid of you, do you? We’d hate to lose this man right here. Reese has done wonders,” Ethan said to Leo.
 
   “Oh, you play dirty. Nope, no dirty laundry, but I’ll be sure to keep my nose clean. Martha, I don’t think you have to worry about a thing.” 
 
   As if this wasn’t a conversation about the end of Connor Reese, Leo kissed Martha on the cheek and winked at her before leaving. Martha, still oblivious laughed and looked at the artwork that Pavel brought in. 
 
   The message was clear. Ethan would bring everything out he could before he got rid of Connor if it came to that. The Senator waxed nice as his wife looked at my work and asked to purchase a couple of pieces. She could have the whole fucking lot for free. 
 
   It was worth it to see that look on Connor’s face. 
 
   Ethan was always going to protect me, and he made sure to let it be known that I was off limits. That was what it meant to be loved by a monster. It wasn’t about playing nice, or trying to do things the right way. It was all about being willing to get dirty.
 
   Ethan was my monster, and I became one for him too. And we fucking loved it that way.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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· Reviews help other readers find books. I appreciate all reviews, whether positive or negative. 
 
 
   
· This is the second book in the Lost Series, a collection of stand-alone novels that are all about the stories of those who need second chances, or have lost so much in their lives, finding love. I hope you love them as much as I enjoyed writing them!


Keep reading if you’d like to read an excerpt from ONE HOUR GIRL, the first book in this series...
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 1
 
   Celeste
 
   “I am beautiful.”
 
   It was a lie I told myself every time I looked in the mirror. It was a stupid thing to do, but I still wish it were true. No, not on the outside. I had the package. I always had the looks. But it wasn't the outside that mattered. What counted was where I was lacking. I was tainted inside. Filled with poison and broken promises. Tortured by ghosts of the past and my own self-loathing. Most of the time, I chose to ignore my fuck ups. Besides, people paid a pretty little penny for my type of venom. It was better to get paid for it than to wallow and drown in it. 
 
   I looked over my shoulder and sighed heavily at the naked man sleeping in the bed, a cheap floral bedspread covered his hips. The hotel room was just as cheap, but I hadn’t planned on staying very long. My conquest for the night thought I should be his 'forever girl.' I could see it in his eyes for the thirty minutes I rode him. I wished I could slap it off his face. Hit him with the same jarring finality I'd had when I learned I didn’t mean shit to anyone but myself.
 
   I wasn't a 'forever' sort of girl. I wasn't even his for the night.
 
   He’d be lucky if I was his for the next hour.
 
   Scratch that, I’d already been here long enough. Instead, I turned quietly and grabbed my shoes. There was no way I was going to be here when he woke up. It would only be awkward for both of us. He was fun, a release to remind myself that I didn’t always do things for an exchange of bills. That I could go out under no pretenses and feel like a normal woman. That was it. His use had depleted and I wasn’t in the mood for the “morning after” talk.
 
   My phone chirped just as I got outside. I wrapped my black scarf around my hair before picking it up.
 
   “You okay?” Marlena—my only friend—said. No censure.  No lecture. 
 
   “Yeah. I’m leaving now.” She, of course, already knew that. Marlena had always been my safety net. In fifteen years of friendship she’d never let me down. I could depend on her in a way that no one else would ever understand. She knew I didn’t stay with anyone longer than sixty minutes. She could set her watch by it. It was part of my gimmick, the allure that made my price tag so high. My clients didn’t realize it was a part of my real life, too.
 
   “Slick called for you. She wants you in tonight. Seems there are some high rollers coming through. She wanted to know where you were,” Marlena said. I sighed into the phone, unlocking my car. Sliding into my seat, the cool leather sent a chill along my bare legs. 
 
   “Switching to Bluetooth,” I answered, taking a moment to do so after I started my car. It was nearly three in the morning. The world was quiet and Marlena’s temporary silence grated on my nerves for some reason.
 
   “When did Slick call?” 
 
   “Just about thirty minutes ago. She wanted to know if you’d be available tonight, and I told her you wouldn’t be.”
 
   I’d have to call Slick. She was my inside track to a messed up world. One time I told her she was like coke: fine, pure white, soft to the touch, and oh so fucking addictive. She’d smiled big and told me that I could stay hooked for as long as I wanted. She didn’t believe in rehab anyway. Sometimes I thought checking in somewhere wouldn’t be such a bad idea. 
 
   Hi, my name is Celeste, and I’m addicted to sex and dangerous situations. Somehow I didn’t think they’d help me. 
 
   Not really. 
 
   I looked too clean, too pretty. Perfect. I was perfect. I had a secure job working as a secretary for a leading law firm; I owned my own home, drove a high-priced car, and I took trips to exotic locales for business. I was the all-American girl during the day. It was my nights that were dirty. Those hours between sundown and sunrise that I came alive, behind a mask of indifference and seduction. I was an actress, poised and accomplished in my craft.
 
   And I hated that I loved it so much.
 
   “Are you there?” Marlena asked, interrupting my thoughts.
 
   “Yeah, I’m here. I’m going to call her now and head home.”
 
   “Call me when you get there, okay?”
 
   “I will. I love you forever.” 
 
   “And always,” she finished. Saying those words was something we’d done since childhood. They were full of safety and familiarity. Marlena knew I meant it, even when we didn’t see each other often. I merged onto the highway as I told my car to call Slick and waited patiently for her to pick up.
 
   “That didn’t take long,” she said by way of greeting.
 
   “We both know it never does. What have you got for me?” I asked.
 
   “Hear me out before you say no, okay?” Slick asked. 
 
   I groaned. There were a few automatic no’s for me: pain play, morbid fantasy role playing, and masquerade balls. The first two I knew Slick wouldn’t dream of bringing to me. Masquerades freaked me out. Sometimes people really got weird when they put on a mask. Like somehow having half their faces covered gave them licenses to be complete and utter assholes. 
 
   “Slick, you know better,” I responded. I’d been working as one of Slick’s escorts for nearly five years. We had a dysfunctional big / little sister arrangement. I liked her a lot, but she irritated the flying shit out of me when she wanted to.
 
   “Celeste it has all the rules you like, and the money is fabulous. It’s a one-hour gig for you. You’re to be an adornment for your client. He does not expect any more than that.”
 
   “How pretty am I supposed to get?” I asked intrigued. 
 
   “Just the mask. That’s all you need. The request is for curly, bed-tousled hair and no make-up. One hour, at double your rate.”
 
   I paused before answering. $5,000 for one hour wasn’t a bad gig at all. My cut was after Slick got hers. I couldn’t sneeze at five grand, no matter how I looked at it. Working with Slick had paid off my car, house, and made sure I was debt-free before I’d reached my thirties. Though the public didn’t know much about how I’d done it, the fact was I was living the dream and I liked it that way. I had my independence and a savings account large enough to keep me taken care of for a few years if I stopped working. Every job for Slick brought me closer to permanent retirement. That meant more to me than anything else, coming from where I did.
 
   I’d been born ghetto poor, but at twenty-four I was determined to die a fucking rich, old cat lady.
 
   “Where am I going?” I asked, deciding I’d take the job. 
 
   Slick gave me the particulars and I got off the phone with her. I balked a little at only wearing a mask, but thought it was better than being someone’s plate. I’d done that before and getting little food pieces out of my unmentionables had been a good time. The waxing was another not-so-fun point. I was all for going bare, but Brazilian waxes hurt. Slick was footing that bill and she’d have an appointment for me by nine. Which meant I had about four hours of rest before I needed to get up and to the gym for my early morning workout. Ugh.
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