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Prologue

Freya 

“You need to make a run for it.” 

I looked toward The Butcher in a sense of panic. There was no way I was making a run for it. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me?” I asked. 

“Look, I don’t know how many men are coming through those doors, and as much as it kills me to say this, I’m no match for them. One or two, or damn it, maybe even four, I can take, but all of them all at once, that is not going to work. We’re as good as dead.”

I knew what she was telling me but I just couldn’t accept it. “Come with me.”

The Butcher had always been nice to me. Always, from the start of my marriage to Victor Abdulov. She’d never had a bad word to say, and rather than allow me to dwell in a loveless marriage, against all odds, we’d formed a solid friendship. 

We were worlds apart. 

She was a trained killer. Merciless. Hardcore. Stunningly beautiful, and yet warm and ... so many other things as well. It was a crazy feeling, but I actually believed she would make one hell of a momma. I know, strange, considering we’re in one of the scariest situations of my life right now, not exactly appropriate to be having kids. 

I was the unwanted nobody. The daughter to a man who couldn’t stand me. Freya Harris. Supposed daughter to a billionaire bachelor, who had a couple of sons who grated on his nerves. Then, me. The mousy brown-haired, brown-eyed daughter, who had a penchant for sewing, knitting, and my one saving grace to him was my love of makeup. He thought it would make me want to have plastic surgery, so he could mold me into the daughter he actually wanted. 

Nope. 

Didn’t want to go under the knife. First, I hate needles, and I also happen to hate pain, even though my face felt like it had exploded. One of my eyes were slowly closing shut from being punched in the face. Not to mention the split lip I know I also had, which sucked. 

There were a lot more bruises as well. 

Prior to The Butcher coming for me, I had been beaten. Maybe I was over my fear of pain. I tried not to put my hands to my stomach, because I already know from the blood coating the camel pants I wore, that I had lost my and Victor’s baby. I was not going to cry. Now was not the time to cry. 

“I can’t,” The Butcher said. “I’ve got to slow them down.” She moved toward me, gripped the back of my neck and pressed her forehead against mine. “Listen to me, you’re the one, the first, the only best friend I have ever had. Our friendship means everything to me. I love you, Freya, as a friend, I love you. But, you’re more precious than I am. Shut the fuck up, and listen to me. This is what I am designed to do. This is what I was created to do. You know my story. I told you. Now, let me do what I am good at.”

The tears started to fall although I did try to stop it. 

“Please,” I said. “Pretty please.”

“You need to go.”

“They’re going to kill you,” I said. 

“I know.” The Butcher took a step back, and then there was this smile on her face. To anyone that didn’t know her, they would think that smile was everything. It did seem to light up her whole face, almost as if she was excited about the prospect of killing today. Knowing The Butcher, whoever came through that door was going to die. No questions asked, but ... she was not going to make it. The Butcher was going to die today. She knew it. I knew it. 

And it was in her eyes that because I knew her so damn well, I saw the regret. The Butcher didn’t want to die, but she had told me before that her life was not going to end well. 

“Go,” she said. 

I didn’t want to go. 

“Please,” she said. “For me, live. Let me do this right.”

She had done so much right in her life, although she refused to see it. There was another bang at the door, and I looked down the long tunnel. It was so small. I have no idea what I was supposed to do.

Rushing toward her, I hugged her tightly, hoping and praying she was wrong. That my best friend would make it out of here alive. 

“Fucking go,” The Butcher said. 

I took off, hating myself as I put one step in front of another. The pain in my body was only increasing. Is that why The Butcher told me to go? She knew I was going to slow down our escape and this was her way of making sure I survived. I’m still miscarrying, of that I know, and I have to fight for my life. 

I’m in pain. There might even be a broken rib. My body no longer feels like my own. 

In the distance, I hear the screams, the shouts, and I don’t stop, even as I start to sob. My best friend is fighting for her life to keep me alive. I find the strength to keep moving. 

I don’t know why she thinks my life is better than hers. Ivan Volkov adored The Butcher. Anyone could see it. I was just a means to an end. 

As I make the clearing, I see the daylight peeking through, and I have to wonder if they are taking me to an underground tunnel or something like that. Just as I’m about to make it out, someone from behind grabs me, slamming me full force against the stone wall. 

At first, I’m shocked. I don’t do anything because I don’t know what to do. If someone made it through ... then ... The Butcher was dead. 

I spin around, and I don’t recognize this man. I attempt to block his punches, but I’m unsuccessful. The truth is, at that moment, I know my best friend is dead, and that she died protecting me. He grabs me around the throat and starts to squeeze. I don’t have the fight in me. 

“Remember, we’re women, and that means we’re weaker. It’s not me trying to play up men. It’s a fucking fact. That doesn’t mean we can’t fight, but we’ve got to think fast. Men have weak spots, and as long as you’re not squeamish, use them.”

The Butcher had told me that once through my training. 

I was squeamish. The truth was, being married into the Volkov Bratva was a fucking mistake for me, because I was fucking useless. 

However, something came over me—something dark—and as I pretty much choked to death, I found the strength to reach for his head, then do exactly what The Butcher had taught me to do. 
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Chapter One
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One Year Earlier

Victor

My wife is outside in the garden talking with the gardener, looking quite happy and content. 

Freya Harris. My wife.

I thought I had finally escaped Ivan Volkov’s wretched plans. He did have me engaged to a slut a few years ago, the same woman I took to Slavik’s territory, but something changed. 

After Slavik and Aurora, Ivan changed course. The women that had been a bunch of entitled bitches had not made the final cut. Since then, one by one, us Brigadiers had slowly fallen to the whims of our Pakhan, our boss, Ivan Volkov. 

I don’t know why Ivan changed his mind. To a point I understood why he’d chosen the wives he had for all of his men. Aurora had been part of the Italian mafia, those connections alone had proven invaluable, and of course, it also helped that Ivan now had all those territories, which had been divided between his Brigadiers. Then there was Adelaide, the sweeter daughter of a millionaire empire. Again, that shit show had also played out, bringing Ivan the victor in that battle. This played into Charlotte, one of the most hated and abused daughters I ever saw of the Evil Savages MC, which was now controlled by Rage, and of course, aligned with Ivan Volkov. After that, Niamh, the Irish mafia princess, who inherited her fortune, which if my memory serves, was given to Ivan Volkov. 

Now as I look toward my wife, I wonder what she brings to the table. We’ve been married for a month at this point, and I’d been successful in avoiding her, and it wasn’t hard to do. 

Freya wasn’t bad. She was nothing like the first woman I’d been forced to be engaged to. This woman was young and inexperienced. She was a fucking virgin, and yes, her father made sure he got her checked as well. Piece of shit that man was, although the world wouldn’t know it. Harris Harris, yep, that was his fucking name. His parents loved calling him that, and they said it was the name of their future empire. 

They hadn’t been wrong. Harris Empires was one of the biggest in the world, with so many different umbrella corporations. Corporations involving beauty, entertainment, media, as well as real estate and software. 

I had a feeling Ivan wanted this marriage between myself and Freya because of her connections to the empire. Although, I already had my sources check, and so far, Harris didn’t love his daughter. He certainly didn’t like her, and none of his empire would come to her. At the moment, it wasn’t even equally divided between his two sons. No one knew who would inherit the Harris empire. I had a feeling with Ivan’s involvement, it might go to Freya. 

Also, the world didn’t know that Harris had a cruel streak, and on the side loved to take female sex slaves. He paid a fortune for men to hunt down the women he wanted so he could use them as he saw fit. 

The man had a list of problems longer than my fucking arm. He liked to hurt women. Rarely men. The guy was a fucking coward, and when I saw him dealing with Ivan, he was more than happy to just bow down and do what the fuck Ivan wanted. 

From my first meeting with Harris, I fucking hated him. He had nothing to say about his daughter when questioned. It was like, to him, this was a done deal. His daughter was a medically proven virgin, untouched by any man. She was never found at parties. In fact, her picture was never in the paper, which I had a feeling Harris was responsible for. I thought he was just being cocky. 

In fact, the reason Harris couldn’t answer a single fucking question about his daughter was because he didn’t know any of the fucking answers. 

Freya was not what I imagined. To me, she was beautiful. Her thick brown hair was curled, and it fell around her and always looked so silky to the touch. She had not had any plastic surgery, although I was aware of her father wanting her to have some. Her brown eyes portrayed a kindness her father’s didn’t possess, and to Harris, his daughter was fucking boring. 

One of the rooms upstairs in my home now housed not one, but two sewing machines, something called an overlocker, and there was a ton of fabric as well. I hadn’t been prepared for her hobby. So, I had no choice but to make that shit up with my bare hands. I expected Freya to hate it, but she had thrown her arms around my neck, hugged me tightly, and said thank you. I don’t recall a woman ever saying thank you for something I made. I made most of the furniture in my home. It was a little hobby of mine and what I liked to do to calm down. Some people liked to shoot at shit, me, I liked to make stuff. I’ve done a lot of killing in my lifetime, and I’m not looking to add to it. 

I had seen she’d decorated the outside of the sewing room with a single quilt that had words, Sewing Room, on it. The fabric was pretty, that I couldn’t deny. She had very colorful tastes. Her other hobby was makeup. We currently had separate rooms, mainly because I refused to give any part of myself to this woman. I would not fall like the other Brigadiers. 

I do not love my wife. Other than our wedding night, I hadn’t fucked her either. 

Our wedding night had been a disaster. Never had I made a woman cry from having sex. I’m used to having women beg at my feet. I’ve also never been with a virgin, so it was all fucking new for me. 

Which is why it surprised me that Freya hugged me and thanked me for making her sewing room. It hadn’t been hard for me to do. I felt so fucking bad for making her cry and bleed, that making her something seemed like the right thing to do. Freya didn’t have a lot of jewelry either. I noticed that while helping to lug all of her shit into my home. 

My cell phone started to ring, and I had already turned away from the garden and made my way upstairs. I didn’t go to my room, but instead made a detour, turning to the right, and going toward one of the designated rooms for my wife. The first was her sewing room. She had attempted to use those stick-on hooks to hang her quilt from, but I changed that, installing a knife hook that wouldn’t slowly dislodge from the door. It also made it permanent. There was no way Ivan was going to let me kill my wife. 

My wife was with me for life. There was no getting away from her, even if I wanted to. 

Opening the door, I stepped into the room, and I wasn’t surprised to see her space completely clean. Freya also liked to clean. My chef, Umberto, complained that she would offer to wash dishes, or attempt to clean up. I had staff who cleaned. She didn’t have to lift a finger. All she had to do was stay out of my fucking way and be quiet. 

“What?” I asked, answering the call. 

I had already seen it was Ivan, and although I had a deep respect and would do anything for him, I was still pissed that he made me marry a woman I didn’t love or want. 

“Someone is a little testy this fine lunchtime,” Ivan said. 

I hadn’t had lunch. Usually, I was out keeping an eye on Ivan’s vested interests. I ran this territory, but it all belonged to Ivan. He just paid me to do my job, and I was damn good at it. 

My territory thrived. I did have some problems after the last few years. Between Ivan faking his death and one of our Brigadiers being a traitor, leaving his territory exposed, as well as the cartel threat, MCs, and soldiers who thought they had a chance at taking over and running stuff. It had been a shit show for a long time. 

Finally, I had everything under control. No uprising, no problem cartels. The MCs have backed the fuck off, or been outright killed. 

We were all back on top. Probably because Ivan refused to fucking stop. I had seen stubborn assholes, but no one rivaled Ivan Volkov. That man knew what he wanted, and he went for it. Either that, or he didn’t have a fucking clue what he wanted and it just sort of came to him. Either way, I was more than happy to work for him. 

Ivan was many things. He was cruel, manipulative, intelligent, deadly. He was everything anyone would want in a leader, but all of those negatives were often directed at our enemies. He was not cruel to those that followed him. Those who became his were taken care of. Those that threatened or opposed him, well, none of them were alive to tell. They were all fucking dead. I’d helped to put several of them in the ground. 

Running fingers through my hair, I tried to assess if there was anything else Freya needed. One entire wall was covered in neatly folded fabric, but as I looked at her collection, I saw some of her online orders had arrived, and although it was neatly folded, I knew she needed more shelves. 

“I’m fine,” I said, leaving the room and heading toward the back door from the library. Freya was out the front and although she was no gardener, she loved to spend a lot of time outside. 

Rafael, my gardener, didn’t mind her at all. I asked him if he wanted me to stop her from disturbing him, but he liked her. Rafael was a sixty-year-old man with grey hair, but he kept himself in shape. A happily married man, who’d been with his woman forty years, and often liked to say the key to a good marriage is letting the woman think she is in charge. 

I like Rafael. He was loyal. And he’d helped save my ass a few times, especially when shit had us spread quite thin. He’d been there to slit the man’s throat who dared to sneak into my home. We’d cleaned up together, and in an odd kind of way, he was more of a father to me than my own ever was. 

Not that I ever thought about my own dad. To follow Ivan Volkov, I had to make a sacrifice. Taking my father’s life had been easy. Killing the previous Bratva had been necessary. Allowing them to live would have meant Ivan failed. They were old-school. 

Ivan didn’t want to keep things in his little rut. He had big plans, and killing my father had been easy, especially after I saw him on video kill my mother and sister in a fit of rage. I wasn’t there to witness it myself. My father claimed our enemies had attacked the house. It was Ivan that showed him for the liar he was. The whole thing had been recorded, and Ivan had stolen it and showed me as my mother begged. How she tried to stop him from killing my little sister, who had only been fifteen years old. He’d snapped her neck. Then he beat my mother until she couldn’t fight back. He kept hitting her until there was nothing left and she couldn’t be identified. 

I hated that bastard. Killing him was justified. I didn’t like that I had to do it quickly. I wanted to take my time, to make him suffer. I couldn’t do that, and it angered me in a way I was not prepared for. That anger had taken a long time to subside, but now I know I did the right thing. 

I had failed my mother and sister. Since then, I vowed I would never love another female. I loved my mother. She had given birth to me, raised me. Given me love and warmth when my father wanted nothing more than a brutal killing machine. My sister’s innocence had made her adorable. Seeing the world from my father’s side, watching her after a hard day, she had been the light in my life. I had vowed she would never know the harshness of life. 

I had failed. So, I made sure I would never allow another woman to get into my heart. I would never love my wife. She was nothing more than a job. 

Entering my garden toolshed, I grabbed the tape measure, along with the small notebook I used to gather measurements, and made my way back to her room. 

“You do not sound fine. Tell me, how is your wife?”

“She’s busy. What do you want?” I asked. 

I’d been warned that Ivan liked to meddle. So far, in the past month, he had kept his distance. I had a feeling he was currently working with The Butcher and The Beast in territory six, the one once run by the traitor. 

He had yet to make a decision as to who was going to run that territory. It would not be divided between the five of us. Ivan would choose a winner soon enough, but The Butcher and The Beast were evenly matched. A man and a woman, ultimate killing machines. Deadly within their own right. 

I don’t know the full details or what Ivan has on them, or why they are willing to take Ivan’s side. I don’t want to know. Some things were not meant for me to know. 

“Can a man not call a friend?” Ivan asked. 

“Yes, most men can call friends, the only problem is, you don’t always come with the friend code.”

“The friend code?” Ivan asked. 

“Yeah, usually if a guy gets cold feet, a friend is there to drive the getaway car, not to take him to his fucking wedding,” I said. 

I might have not wanted to get married. On my wedding day, I attempted to reason with Ivan about how bad of an idea it was. He refused to listen to reason, so I am now a married man. 

And yet, I couldn’t get her crying out of my head. That night I didn’t console her. I fucked her, finished the job, and left. She had to clean everything else up. Did that make me an asshole? Absolutely, and that was the way I wanted it to be. 

Women were weak. Apart from The Butcher. I would actually consider her one of the scariest women I know. The tales of what she had done, especially to Finn Byrne’s son, torturing him while the father watched. From what I had heard, she had cut off the man’s dick and literally fed it to him. Yeah, that shit was fucking scary. So, I was keeping a wide berth from that one. 

“Trust me, if you stop being a pain in the ass, you might just see that your wife is in fact a nice one. I chose well for you.”

“I told you I didn’t want to get married, and you agreed,” I said. I put the phone on speaker, and placed it on her sewing desk, taking out my tape to measure the space next to her current fabric shelves. I took note of the width, length, and distance from the wall, so the shelves would match the ones I previously made. I hadn’t kept those measurements. With that in hand, I made my escape, grabbed my cell phone, and headed out. 

“Actually, I did agree that it wasn’t the right time for you to get married. But, if you recall, we both agreed that when I found the right bride for you, you’d marry her.”

“I didn’t.”

“Okay, you might have been drunk when you agreed.”

This made me blow out a breath. 

“You know what, this just confirms I need to come.”

“Wait? What?” I asked. 

This couldn’t be happening. I did not want Ivan Volkov here in my home. 

“You don’t need to come,” I said. 

“That’s not true. I need to come and I’ll be bringing a plus-one as well. See you tomorrow.”

With that, I was in my garden shed, my cell phone had literally gone dead, and Ivan Volkov and his plus-one were heading to my home. 

This is not what I wanted. 

This would be a fucking disaster. 

****
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Freya

My husband hated me and did everything he could to avoid me. That was fine, as long as I was good and didn’t make waves or cause a fuss, I would be safe. 

I’d never been involved in any of my father’s business. At twenty-five years old, I had lived a rather sheltered life. It kind of helped that I was a natural recluse and liked my own company. I didn’t make friends well. 

Also, my father couldn’t stand the thought of me being known by many people. I was homeschooled and took online courses. 

I had my own small house, within his grounds, but he never had to see me. I lived my own life, and he made sure I had an allowance. With no other bills to pay, I saved a lot of money from that allowance, although I could have quite easily spent it all on fabric or makeup. I didn’t. I always tried to live within my means. 

He refused to allow me to get a job. Again, it was all about his personal image to the outside world. It would look bad if I attempted to go to work. He couldn’t stand it, so I didn’t. 

All I did was try to be a better person. I gave money to charities I loved. I volunteered at an animal shelter, and a homeless one as well. At least, I had until my dad found out and pretty much trapped me in my own home. There had been guards stationed outside my home to stop me from leaving. That was the first time I felt like a prisoner. 

There were guards outside of Victor’s home as well. He was part of the Volkov Bratva. I do not have the first clue how my father got meddled up in Bratva, but from my short research, it wasn’t good. I had no idea how my father had been able to maintain a loving personality for the world to see, while living a lie behind closed doors. 

But then, I’ve come to see that everyone seems to do that. I’m the same person outside that I am on the inside. 

It had been fun spending time with Rafael. I’m used to people not liking me. I’ve been told that people put up with me because of my last name. Other than that, I’m not likable or attractive. When I was younger, my half-brothers told me I was ugly, fat, and horrible, and no one would ever want to be my friend. You grow a thick skin. Add to the fact that social situations make me nervous, and I don’t like crowds, which meant I was used to being alone. 

I found a sense of peace in the quiet. Also, being told I was hated meant that I worried about imposing on other people’s time. So, I always told Rafael that if I irritated or annoyed him, or he didn’t want my company, he just had to say so, and I wouldn’t take offense. 

Now, did I say it wouldn’t hurt? No, I didn’t, and it hurt a lot. But I couldn’t blame someone for not liking me, could I? Some people were just not meant to be adored. 

I guess that was why my husband did the deed on our wedding night, and then left. I figured he just couldn’t stand me. He had to do what he did. I was a job, a chore, which is another reason I attempted to stay out of his way. 

We hadn’t shared a dinner, and other than in passing, I always made sure to hide when he was around. Clearly, he hated me. 

I hoped we didn’t ever have to have sex again. Not that I’d been overly curious about sex. After the way my father and brothers behaved around women, I wasn’t interested in sex or men. I just wanted to be left alone. After my wedding night, I was more than happy to be left alone. Sex was awful. 

Stepping into the house, I made my way to my sewing room, and when I got there, I saw that the door was partially open, which was strange, as I knew I had closed it. This was Victor’s house, not my house. He could come and go wherever he wanted. I didn’t have a say in that. 

Stepping inside, I dreaded what I would find. One day, my father was so angry with me as I refused, once again, to go in for plastic surgery to change everything that was wrong with me. He trashed my entire sewing space. I came home to find my sewing machine smashed to pieces. Precious fabric I had purchased had been torn. He’d even taken some out to the yard and burned it. The whole room had been a mess. He’d not stopped there and had destroyed all my makeup as well. 

This had been a couple of years ago. In my makeup, using my red lipstick I loved, he had written the words, UGLY FAT BITCH, on my wall. That was my dad, never holding back. I cleaned up the mess that night, then cried and sobbed for hours. The tears wouldn’t stop. I think it was then I realized I would never be good enough for him. Not unless I drastically changed who I was. 

I didn’t mind the way I looked. Was I beautiful? No, but I was happy. I liked my thick, long, brown, curly hair. I didn’t mind my brown eyes either, although he often told me it made me look like a cow. I was overweight. I had thick thighs, full hips, and large tits. I always had been on the larger size. No matter what diet I tried, it didn’t change my weight. He’d wanted me to go for liposuction, and that looked so painful. All the surgical options looked painful. I hated pain. 

Closing the door behind me, I leaned against the door and took a deep breath. I could handle this. It wasn’t too hard. I felt tears fill my eyes, but I quickly batted them away. This was Victor’s house, and he could come and go as he pleased. Looking through the room, I felt myself sigh in relief. It was still as clean as I had left it. 

There was a shirtdress I was currently making. It was the height of summer now, and I loved to make clothes a season ahead, so I was making clothes for the fall. I loved to make my own clothes. 

Yeah, there was a bad memory of being taken clothes shopping. But there are some things I should never think about again. I tried to forget the bad stuff. 

My dad was not here. He’d not called me. He hadn’t even been there the day after my wedding to see if I was okay. Neither had my brothers. To them, everything was done. 

Stepping toward my machine, I sat down and reached into the basket, grabbing the first item, and I scrunched up my nose. It was a collar piece, and they were fiddly little devils. 

I had this idea in mind of a shirtdress, as I had some beautiful cotton fabric in my stash, with a Halloween theme. I loved Halloween and Christmas. I was never a lover of Thanksgiving, but I loved the other two holidays. 

Checking the time, I saw I had a good hour before dinner, so I saw no reason to dillydally, and got to sewing the dreaded collar. It took me a couple of attempts to get both sides looking equal, but as soon as I did, I trimmed the corners, pressed it, and my sewing room door opened. 

It was Victor, carrying wood. 

At first, we both just stared at one another. 

“Uh, is something wrong?” I asked. 

“You need new shelves.” He came in and placed some wood on the floor. One of his soldiers followed with more wood. I could only stare. Victor dismissed him, and then he looked at me, before looking down at the pile of wood. “I’m going to build you shelves.”

“Oh,” I said. Now, that was really sweet, and it explained why the door was open. Victor had been here. 

Putting the finished collar back into the basket, I turned off my machine and moved closer. 

“Do you want my help?” It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him I would understand if he didn’t, but I kept that to myself. 

“Sure.”

It wasn’t much, but at least it was a start. Although, my hands felt clammy, and I felt a little sick. 

I’d not spent any time with Victor, other than our wedding night. 
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Chapter Two
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Victor

I hadn’t expected Freya to be in her sewing room. Last time I saw her, she was out in the garden, and that shit could take some time. 

I preferred to work alone, but that would just make it longer and harder. Besides, if she fucked up, I could just tell her to leave. Only, Freya didn’t fuck up. When I told her to hold stuff, she did. She didn’t try to take over but followed my lead as I got her shelves set up, one by one. It came together and matched her previous set. All the timber had been treated and each piece smoothed down. 

By the time I finished, she grabbed the vacuum cleaner, got the mess, as I gathered up the last pieces of equipment and tools. 

I stood in the doorway as Freya grabbed her pieces of fabric and slid them into the necessary compartments. 

She spun and threw her arms around my neck. “Thank you.”

I was taken aback. At first, I didn’t do anything. This was no different than what she had done the last time. Only, I was not interested in getting close to my wife, and Ivan was due to fucking arrive tomorrow, with his plus-one. 

I grabbed her hips, taking note of how full they felt within my grip, and I set her away from me. I was not interested. 

Without a word, I turned away from her and left the room. Just as I made it to the stairwell, I gritted my teeth. I was tempted to just leave it, but she needed to know. 

Going back to the room, I found her where I had left her. There was a look on her face and I didn’t quite know what it was. Not that Freya had an unreadable expression, I just wasn’t sure what it meant. 

“Ivan’s arriving tomorrow with a friend,” I said. 

With that, I was done. I had warned her that Ivan was coming tomorrow. Making my way downstairs, I let Umberto know I wanted my dinner outside in my shed. 

If Ivan was going to be here, I would not have a lot of time for anything more, as that man demanded a lot of attention. 

Putting my tools away, I took a seat at my desk and looked over the plans for the latest piece I had been working on. I know this is fucking pointless, but after seeing Freya’s beauty room, I couldn’t help but think I could build her something even more useful. Looking over the minor details, I closed the book, because that was the kind of shit a loving husband did, not a man who hated the very idea of being married. 

Thirty minutes later, Umberto came out, carrying my food. It was rare for him to be the one serving me. 

“Your wife is inside, all alone, like always,” Umberto said, taking a seat. 

I should have known I wasn’t going to get to eat in peace and quiet, as he brought a plate for himself as well. There was no getting away from this shit. 

“Did I say you could stay?” I asked. 

Umberto, like Rafael, had become used to my moods. 

He just laughed. “Did I even ask?” 

This made me laugh. I guess in the scheme of things, Umberto and Rafael were now the closest people I had to a family. A family I paid to do jobs for me. 

Sticking my fork into a meatball, I took a bite. They were meaty, savory, and covered in a delicious, spicy gravy. 

“What is this?”

“This is my take on Swedish meatballs,” Umberto said. 

“It’s good.”

“Yes. Very good. Are you aware that your wife loves meatballs?” he asked. 

I looked at him and took a bite. “I don’t give a fuck what she likes.”

Umberto tutted. “That is no way to think or feel about your wife, Victor.”

“My relationship is a contract, a business. I don’t like her. I don’t love her. I never will. There will be no family here. No nothing. If Freya wants to survive, she needs to learn her place, and she certainly shouldn’t expect anything from me.” 

Silence met my declaration. I was not going to pretend this was anything more. 

We ate our food in silence. I expected Umberto to leave, to give me the peace and quiet I so desperately wanted. Only, he didn’t. He finished his food, and even after he took my plate from me, he stayed silent. 

I looked at him and waited. 

“You know, for a man who claims not to love his wife, or even care about her, you’re sure making sure to help her feel part of your life. I saw you carrying all that wood. I know you made her more shelves, and that unit right there we both know is for her makeup. It’s not a bad thing to like your wife,” Umberto said. 

“Are you done?”

“You might also like to know I have every reason to believe your wife heard every single thing you said,” Umberto said. 

This surprised him, as Umberto got to his feet and opened the door to his shed. Sure enough, something had been left outside the door. Umberto handed it to him, and then left without another word. 

He didn’t give a shit if Freya heard what he had to say. He was only speaking the truth. Their marriage was a business contract. Dealt with by Ivan Volkov. 

He held the quilt in his hand, and at first he refused to open it or even look at it. Women were a pain in the ass. He hated them. They were weak. 

And with his anger intact, he opened the quilt to see a beautiful piece. Each panel looked different, and he saw there were shapes in the center, each one ... a tool he used regularly. It was lovely. 

He didn’t fucking want it. Even as a part of his brain told him not to, he grabbed one of his cutting tools and tore the blanket to pieces. There was nothing left of it, and once he was done, he made his way into the house and found Freya heading upstairs. Without a word, he tossed the blanket at her, then stormed back out of the house. 

He didn’t want anything from her. Nothing sentimental. Not her hugs. He didn’t want anything, because he didn’t want a wife. He wanted to be left the fuck alone. 

Why was it so hard for people to understand that? 

****
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Freya

There was no point in giving Victor money. There was no point in attempting to cook for him. I had nothing to give him, and most of the time he seemed to hate me on principle. I saw how much he visited his shed, and I came to realize that nearly all the furniture in his home was made by him. 

He was a maker, a builder. After some research online, I got the idea to make him a quilt. It was lame, but quilts held a lot of value. A person took time and put their everything into a quilt. It was a piece of them, given to someone else, and could become an heirloom. 

Victor had cut it into pieces. Precious fabric discarded like nothing. He didn’t want anything from me, and I just wanted to say thank you for the shelves and everything he had done for me. This hurt as much if not more than when my father trashed my home, destroying everything I owned, because I wouldn’t get plastic surgery. Although, I didn’t cry. 

Several of his people helped clean up the mess. I apologized to them, tried my best to pick up the pieces and quickly stuff them in a trash bag, so no one would know what I had done. They probably thought it was stupid. Victor sure didn’t like it, and that was fine. 

Once the downstairs was cleaned, and not a speck of the quilt remaining, I thanked them as well as apologized. If I didn’t have the stupid idea of making him something, he wouldn’t have had to destroy it. I got the message. My husband wanted nothing to do with me. That was fine. 

I didn’t go back to my sewing room. In that moment, I couldn’t bring myself to sit in the room that brought me so much pleasure and had irritated Victor. 

The lights were already turned off. So, instead, I went to my bedroom. I took a quick shower, washed my hair, brushed my teeth. I felt ... numb. 

When I went out to the shed, I had hoped to mend fences, or at least try to make this situation amicable. Although, I heard what he said to Umberto. It hurt. It was like I was being punched in the gut, and someone had grabbed my heart, twisted it, and then thrust a needle straight into it. I should have known better. Nobody wants me. 

My own mother left after she gave birth to me. Took the money my father paid to keep me, and was gone. Most of my nannies left me alone. They were more interested in sleeping with my father. 

My father hated me. 

My brothers hated me. 

I even dreaded getting a dog, in case the dog hated me as well. Dogs were supposed to be loving and loyal. I don’t know if I could handle a dog not liking me. 

I didn’t know for sure what exactly I had done to Ivan Volkov to make him hate me so much, to marry me off to one of his men. 

I’d never met Ivan Volkov. We danced at my wedding, and he’d been nice. He asked me if I liked the service, and if I liked the dress. It was the first time anyone had asked me if I liked anything at my own wedding. I’d been polite and lied, told him it was beautiful. 

The service had been wonderful. The only problem was, there were too many people, and they had used daffodils rather than roses. I loved the color purple, and the color scheme had been red and yellow, which I didn’t like. I hated it. 

It hadn’t really been a wedding for me. I didn’t get a say in any part of it. Also, the cake had been a fruitcake. I preferred a vanilla cake, with coconut icing. 
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