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        Street Rat.

        It’s what they’ve called me for years.

        A nothing. A nobody.

        Unimportant.

        The Renznikov brothers disagreed.

        They took me in. Fed me. Clothed me.

        Adopted me.

        I have a home now. A place in life.

        But I still don’t deserve her.

        My darkness would extinguish her beautiful light.

        Loving her is the sweetest agony I’ve ever felt,

        and I’ll stop at nothing to ensure she gets the life she deserves.

        Even if that means letting her go.
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        Tropes: New adult/coming of age, obsessive, wrong side of the tracks, rich/poor, consensual sexual knife/blood play, double virgins.

      

        

      
        Triggers: Dark romance, stalker, descriptive violence and gore, off-page sexual abuse to the hero, physical abuse to the heroine, self-harm.
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      For everyone looking for a little light in the dark.
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      I always watch.

      I wait.

      I stalk.

      But I never touch. No matter how tempted I am. I can never have her.

      Liliya Vovk.

      A beautiful ray of sunshine on any day. I first spotted her a month ago, leaving the market with her friends, laughing as the sun shone down and the wind blew her hair around her face.

      It took me an hour to find everything I could on her. Her name, her address, where she attends school. Everything. Her social media is filled with all the things she loves, and now I love them too.

      All I want to do is pick her up and carry her home. Vasyl will understand. He’ll know what it’s like to want what he can’t have. He’ll support me.

      Nadia will kick my ass but still try to convince the girl I’m worthy of her.

      I’m not.

      I never will be.

      So, I remain in the shadows. Watching her. Protecting her from the disgusting men who think they have any right to look at her. They don’t. She’s mine, even if I can’t have her.

      I won’t allow anyone else to, either.
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      Prowling around the corner, I watch her, Liliya, my obsession, my never after. She flicks her honey-blonde hair over her shoulder as her friend speaks, an annoyed, pinched expression on her beautiful face. Liliya doesn’t like the girl. She knows the tall brunette is there only because the mother has paid her to be.

      Liliya hates her life, hates those she goes to school with. Hates the rules her father has put in place for her. My sweet malen’ka ptashka, my little bird, has had her wings clipped when all she wants to do is fly away.

      I aim to help her learn to soar because nobody deserves her. Liliya is too perfect to be in this world. In our world. But her father is a very weak man, and just my luck, he owes Vasyl Renznikov a sum too large to pay back. And now that I’ve taken over the loans of the Odessa Organization, I get to decide his fate. I get to decide whether he defaults or offers up something much more precious than cash.

      Today, I’m calling in all his loans. When he confirms he’s unable to cover the debt, I aim to take her from his grasp. Liliya is in her final year of school, readying herself to become a woman in the real world, and I’m going to be the one to offer her that world on a silver platter.

      Finishing school was never in the cards for me. I dropped out long before Vasyl found me almost three years ago, living with family who abused me to the point that I can no longer trust myself to be with another.

      It’s why I can’t keep her. No matter how much I want to.

      If I did, she would be my precious girl. Held on a pedestal and looked upon with love and passion whenever I could. Whenever she would allow me to.

      Alas, that won’t be our future.

      Not mine, anyway.

      One day, she’ll find a man worthy of her, and I’ll ensure he’s strong enough to be her protector. To hold her heart in his hands, but I’ll never stop being her shadow. Not for as long as there’s breath in my body.

      “You know this is unhealthy, right?” Petro Renznikov’s cold voice penetrates through the frigid afternoon air as swiftly as the curved knife I carry up my sleeve.

      A grunt is my only response. He knows nothing.

      “You could go over there and talk to her.”

      “And what?” My question is filled with bitter menace, but I would love to know. What would Petro say? Vasyl, Anton? They know women. I know nothing of the opposite sex.

      “Ask her out for coffee?” He raises a brow when I glare at him. “Girls like coffee. Mila fucking loves coffee. It’s why she’s up half the damn night all the time.” I snort at this. That is certainly not the reason. I may not know much about women, but I do know Petro and his obsession with his young wife.

      “Liliya is not the type of girl I can associate with,” I bite back at him, annoyed with his presence.

      “Why?” There’s a hint of something in his tone, but I can’t make it out.

      “Seriously?” How does he not understand?

      Shaking his head, Petro steps out of the shadows we’ve been hiding in and grabs my sleeve to drag me along with him. “Watch her, kid. But don’t forget to fucking blink.” There’s humor in his eyes as he says this.

      “What does that mean?” I scowl as we begin walking towards Liliya and her friends.

      “I mean, put a normal face on, meet her eyes, and quirk your lips a little. Let her know you’re interested.” His words stop me stone-cold.

      A few steps ahead, Petro turns and frowns.

      “I can’t be interested.” I fucking hate my past more now than ever.

      “The fuck you can’t,” he hisses. “What those motherfuckers did to you, they ain’t controlling your life no more, Dez. You are.” He jabs me in the chest with a finger as he snarls the words out to me.

      “You’d never understand,” I snap back defensively. None of them can. I love the brothers as much as I know how, but they’ll never understand what it was like to be me as a child.

      Sighing, he shakes his head before glancing at the group of girls and back to me. “You’re right, kid. No one will understand the fucked-up shit you lived through, but I know what it feels like to believe I’m not worthy of the woman I love loving me back because I still fucking struggle with that truth every goddamned day.”

      Swallowing roughly, I glance away from the raw emotion coming off Petro. He and his brothers have always been honest with me and treated me with decency and respect. I’ve tried to return the same courtesy because, if not for them, I don’t know where I’d be.

      “Meet her. And afterwards, if that interaction doesn’t make you feel like you’d fight an entire fucking war for her, then you can walk away. But you’ve got to give her a chance.” The last part is said softer.

      Chancing a look over at her group, I notice the four girls watching us. They’re looking at Petro; he garners female attention wherever he goes. But Liliya is looking shyly at me. Her eyes flick to meet mine, then dart away and come back again.

      “And when she can’t handle my past?”

      “Such a fucking pessimist, man.” Clapping my shoulder, Petro shoves me forward as we begin walking again. “Make her fall in love with you first, and then nothing else matters after that.” I know he wants to believe that, but it’s a lie. One I’m willing to go along with right now because I have her attention. One I didn’t know how much I wanted until she gave it to me.

      As we wait to cross the street, Petro asks quietly, “Her father the one you’re calling all the loans in on?” I nod, not risking losing her stare. “Play it easy, kid. Introduce yourself, ask her name; you don’t want her to know you’ve been stalking her just yet.”

      “Love first,” I repeat his previous statement.

      “You’re getting the hang of it, nephew.” He shoots me a pride-filled grin. “I’ll be over here. Mila smells another woman’s perfume on me, and she’ll be out for blood. Fucking pregnancy hormones.” He doesn’t sound as though he minds.

      As I slowly approach Liliya’s friend group, the three she was talking with step forward a bit, hiding my girl behind them. At first glance, one might think they’re protecting her, but I can see from the predatory gleam in their eyes that they couldn’t give two fucks about my little bird; they only want what they think they can have. And I ain’t fucking it.

      They’re vultures in a field of dead wheat grass, shards of glass after a deadly accident. Nothing. They’re nothing compared to my Liliya.

      The closer I get, the gigglier they become, annoying me incessantly. “Rukhatysya!” I slice my hand through the air at the demand for them to move, but the idiots remain rooted to the ground.

      The nerves that were tainting me have vanished in the face of their blockade, and my vision grows narrow with the need to reach my destination before she flutters off, thinking it’s them I want and not her.

      My aggravation grows exponentially as the girls continue their attempt to garner my attention. Too stupid to take a hint until my flight or fight instincts kick in, and I’m certain you can guess that fight is the only option for me. My Karambit tactical knife slips into my hand, the blade glinting off the sun. The girls notice, gasp outrageously, and spread like wildfire.

      “Malen’ka ptashka…” I raise my hands to show her I mean no harm when her bright blue eyes widen and stay glued to the blade curved near my wrist. She blinks a few times as I take a step closer. I see the pulse in her neck quicken, and her pupils dilate, but I’m not getting a sense of fear from her.

      As I inhale deeply when we’re just a footstep apart, it’s arousal permeating the air. Hers. Mine. Ours.

      Perhaps Petro was correct; she may not be as appalled by me as I feared.

      Not yet, at least.
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      Crushing the books I carry to my chest, my eyes widen as the boy approaches me. No, not a boy…a man. He looks young, maybe a couple of years older than me, but he’s got the appearance of someone who has lived a hundred lifetimes.

      My friends don’t move as he approaches, oblivious to the fact that he wants to see me and not them. They continue to cackle as he halts, waiting for them to move at his command. It’s not until the glint of a blade catches their attention that they flea like rodents.

      My breathing quickens as his hands raise, and he steps forward, not stopping until we’re within reach. I can’t take my eyes off the curved knife in his hand; even as he speaks, my ears ring.

      Fear should be my response. I should be afraid of this man who brandishes a weapon in public, but that’s not what I feel.

      My body is…aroused.

      Confusion swirls within me, and my heart pounds as he reaches out to touch me, caressing my jaw with a finger, the knife snug to his wrist. It would take so little for him to turn it on me, but he doesn’t. He watches me, studies my reactions like I’m a bug under a microscope.

      “Liliya.” My name on his lips breaks me from the spell he’s weaved.

      Stepping back, I straighten my shoulders and ask, “How do you know my name?”

      His hand drops, and I swear I catch disappointment in his stare. “I know your father.”

      My father. The bane of my existence. The man who enjoys tormenting me until I’m in tears on the bathroom floor and can’t stand the sight of my own flesh.

      “What do you want?” Ah, there’s the fear. I can’t hide the quiver in my voice.

      His head tilts to the side, those ice-blue eyes moving down my body like he owns it. Owns me. “I am Dez Kovak.” That doesn’t answer my question.

      “What do you want?” I ask again, biting my lip as my sight flicks to the man waiting for him across the street. He’s every bit as imposing as Dez.

      “You, of course.” I startle at his bluntness. It’s not often I obtain truthful answers from the men in my life.

      My body begs me to get closer to him, to soak up the offer in his eyes of belonging to him. My heart is torn, however; she’s been hurt too many times. The rational side of my brain screams for me to run. He’s a bad man, just like my father. There’s no way in hell anything good will come from knowing him.

      “I need to go,” I say when I see my friends starting to walk away, about to leave me alone in the street with a stranger. Dez steps forward as if to stop me, but I dash away quickly, catching up to them. There’s a pull in me to glance back, to see if he’ll stay or, perhaps, follow me. I don’t know which I’d prefer.

      Pushing a strand of hair out of my face, I steal a look back to find he’s staring after me, his brows drawn together and his fisted hands by his sides. My heart jumps when I register the blood dripping from his fingers onto the snowy ground as he squeezes the blade in his palm.

      I lose my breath as images hit me in succession, slamming into my mind like a freight train and sucking the air from my lungs.

      Me sitting between Dez’s legs as he draws circles on my thighs, cutting only deep enough for blood to pebble to the surface.

      Dez lying naked over top of me, tracing the slight curves of my body and marking me as his while he slides in and out of my virgin body.

      Me sitting on top of Dez, drawing a delicate flower on his bare chest until he comes deep inside of me.

      I’m sick.

      Disgusting.

      Something is so wrong with me because I shouldn’t be having these fantasies about a man I don’t know, involving something so barbarous I can hardly think straight.

      “Earth to Liliya!” Jazzy snaps her fingers in front of my face, annoyance in her tone and set across her mouth. “What is wrong with you?” she spits out.

      “Sorry, just thinking about that test tomorrow,” I mutter, lying through my pearly white teeth.

      “You were thinking of the freak with the knife,” she accuses, stopping in her tracks with a hand on her hip and accusation in her eyes. I hate the way she makes me feel so small. “It’s obvious you’re a weirdo, but I didn’t realize you were such a freak, too.” She scoffs and laughs at the perceived insult, her friends tittering with her. “God, I knew by letting you in our friend group that you’d do something weird and bring our coolness factor down. You’re such a loser, string bean.”

      It’s a nickname I’ve been carrying around since I started school. One I hate, but they have no idea what makes me tick.

      “Stay away from us, Liliya. No amount of money can convince me you’re worth ruining my reputation.” Jazzy spins on her heels, and the other three girls with her give me the once over and follow along behind their ringleader.

      I had suspected my father was paying her to be friends with me, but having it confirmed breaks my heart a little. Her words were as sharp as Dez’s knives and cut just as deeply. The difference is…I think I want to feel Dez’s on my flesh.

      Taking a deep breath, I wait until Jazzy and her friends are far enough away before continuing my walk to school. But not before glancing back one more time, shocked to find the man with Dez holding his arm in a solid grip to keep him from storming forward. I don’t know if he heard Jazzy’s words or not, but it warms me to see he wants to come after me.

      Offering him a brief smile, I nod at him before hurrying to school before I’m late yet again. One more tardy on my record, and I’ll be paying for it at home.

      The day continues much the same as every other day. I go to class, do my assignments, eat lunch—alone this time—and go home to a house that feels more like a prison. Nothing changes. Not really. Not until I’m dragged out of bed after dark, kicking and screaming.
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