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PART I:

 

How it all began


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1

 

 

ELENA

 

 

Elena was swiftly running out of makeup to hide her bruises. She put her compact powder on the vanity and grabbed her school bag from the floor. With a glance at the dust bunnies underneath the bed, she made a mental note to vacuum. When her mom had been alive, the place had been spotless. 

A clean house is a clean mind.

She could still hear her say it, lying in the hospital bed. Her body was fragile from chemo, but her eyes and mind were still as sharp as a tack. Sunday cleanup had been their weird, little, happy ritual. 

 Then, her brother happened, and his motley crew of addict friends who basically squatted at their tiny apartment now.

Her door cracked open and a familiar face poked inside. It pained her to see Ricky like this; her once handsome brother, looking gaunt and worn out, his teeth already showing decay.

“I’m sorry, Lena.”

When he put his hand on her shoulder, she tensed. She knew what words were coming next.

“I love you.”

Not as much as he loved crystal meth. At seventeen, she wasn’t experienced in love, but this wasn’t brotherly love, no matter what he said.

She shook off his hand. “I’m late for school.” Only a few more months and she’d graduate. 

“Always with the studying.” He snorted. “You think they’re gonna give a job to white trash like you? Think that doggy clinic is gonna hire you?”

Putting her bag on, she pushed her brother aside. “Yes, Ricky, that’s what I think.” 

All she needed to do was work hard, study even harder, and get a shiny diploma. Then, finally, she would have everything she had ever wanted. But more importantly, she would fulfill her promise to her mother.

Be a lion, Lena.

A mulish expression appeared on Ricky’s face. He never could handle her mouthing off to him. “If you think you’re ever getting out of here, you’re stupid.”

“No, you are stupid,” she snarled back at him. “You disgrace Mom with the way you live and the trash you call friends that you bring into our home. She’d be ashamed of you.”

When he raised his fist, she held her ground, too pissed off to move. 

“What?” she yelled. “Want to take another hit at me? How are you going to apologize this time? Telling me you were drunk? High?” She looked him up and down, unable to hide her disgust. “When Mom got sick, she told me, ‘Never trust a man to take care of you, Lena. Your father has never been around, nor will your brother. Always take care of yourself.’” After that speech, she had given her a knife, the one that had kept her safe when returning home after her many shifts as a nurse.

Ricky stepped back, just as she predicted. Not giving him time to react, she dashed beside him and ran outside. 

Even a year after her death, her mom was protecting her. So far, the mention of her name was the only thing stopping Ricky. But the further their mother’s memory fleeted, the less powerful its influence seemed to get. It was inevitable. One day, Ricky was going to snap during his drug-induced episodes, and then he would either kill her or—worse—sell her to make a buck.

When she rounded the corner and passed the local butcher’s store, she slipped into the alley behind it. On her left, there was the usual line of food containers, and in the corner at the right, would be her dog. 

Pucci was a little corgi she had rescued from a dumpster, and usually waited there for her. This time, however, his little feet didn’t pitter-patter her way.

A soft mewl, one of pain, drew her attention and cut through her heart. And then there were laughs. The awful laughs of three men blocking her way and hurting her dog. One of them stood at the front, as if he was showing the other two his “courage” against a defenseless animal. The other two stockier, pale guys she had seen around the block before hung back, having a smoke. She barged past them, hell-bent on protecting Pucci.

Her stomach churned when she saw the cuts and bruises on her dog. Pucci was shaking in the corner, his little legs barely holding him up. She kneeled and petted him, giving him her warmth and strength.

“Look who we got here.” 

It was Todd, the no-good scourge of the block, who believed he was a gangster because he wore a bandanna and low-hung baggy jeans. 

She looked up into small eyes, who stared at her as if she were another animal he’d just cornered.

Rage filled her, turning her body into a furnace. Once again, she cursed that she wasn’t bigger than her five foot six, and as strong as a Doberman, so she could kick his ass. 

“They won’t get away with this,” she whispered to Pucci, who was still shivering.

A hand grabbed a fist of her hair and yanked her up. When she looked into Todd’s pimpled face, all she saw was cruelty. Then it changed into something else. Something worse. His eyes roamed over her shirt and rested on her lips.

“On your knees already. Just the way I like.”

His friends, dressed as a carbon copy of Todd, laughed.

“You sure about this, Todd?” one of them asked, sounding nervous, watching the alley behind him.

Elena could only hope someone would come to her rescue, but she knew that wouldn’t happen. The alley ended up in abandoned houses, too hazardous to live in, and a garage. She shivered, thinking of the garage’s owner, a guy with a perpetual scowl on his face, whose pale blue eyes always seem to follow her whenever she crossed his path.

“Oh, yeah. This stuck-up bitch has to learn her place.” Todd slapped her face, and an all-too-familiar burn spread across her cheek. “Suck my cock. If you’re any good, I’ll let you take the mutt with you.”

A nasty feeling crept up her stomach and settled in it as a dead weight. It felt like that time when Ricky had still been clean and made really bad tamales. She missed her brother. The one who always had her back, and would kill any man who touched her. Too bad he was long gone and a demon had taken his place.

Looking into Todd’s gleeful eyes, Elena knew she was on her own, as she had been for a year now. It was a sad fact of life, that it wasn’t the first time she was in this position. Ever since Ricky had turned their home into a crack house, there had been a few incidents. 

Slowly, she pushed her right hand to her back, finding what she looked for.

Before Todd could unbuckle his belt, she struck. Her blade cut the hand he’d been holding her with, nice and deep.

“Fucking bitch!” 

She ducked away, right before his fist could connect with her face. Then she jumped up, knife in hand, looking for a way out.

Blazing eyes stared at her. “I’m gonna fuck you up!”

“Not if I get to you first,” she challenged, doing her best to ignore her heart nearly beating out of her chest.

I’m a lion. I’m a lion!

The words didn’t have the effect she was hoping for. Todd and his buddies laughed their asses off. And who could blame them? Here she stood, a paltry five foot six, back against the wall, facing three grown-ass men, who had no qualms in torturing a dog. Her only means of defense? A knife, one she could use just fine. After all, her strategy was, and always had been, cut deep, and then run. But when there were three of them? Her heart started a crazy staccato. She could feel the sweat sliding down her back.

Then something odd happened. Todd’s buddies stumbled back as if they got pulled away by an invisible cord. 

A huge man, one who haunted her dreams, stepped in between them. Elena realized the two had stepped back, making way for him.

Her lips thinned. She could only imagine what was about to happen. For a fleeting moment, she considered cutting herself and get it over with. Part of her longed for the freedom and peace it would give her. She would join her mom in heaven, who was with the angels. The only thing stopping her was that she’d be so disappointed in her.

Her knuckles hurt from grasping the knife tightly, but she couldn’t let go. She had to fight. Hold her ground, until the end. And if they let her live, she would pick herself up and find them. Then, she would gut them. Every last one of them.

Todd, finally, seemed to notice something was off too. He turned back to his buddies and frowned.

“Viking? What are you doing here?” There wasn’t anything left of his cockiness from before. All Elena heard was fear. Sweet, sweet fear.

“I live here.”

It was the first time she heard his voice, though it was more of a growl. A pissed off growl. His eyes settled on her, and then on Pucci behind her, who was still mewling. If Todd and his buddies had been pit bulls, this man was a wolf. A big, lone, terrifying wolf. The kind that, once he’d smelled you, would stalk you, and find you wherever you went. Relentless in his pursuit. 

Her stomach dropped. There was no way she was getting out of this corner unscathed.

Viking looked at Todd’s buddies and his eyes grew even colder.

“I don’t share. Leave.”

They ran off as if their pants were on fire. Todd remained, standing tall and proud, and Viking seemed fine with it. Apparently, he didn’t mind sharing with him. Guess that was his “finder’s fee.”

Bitterness welled up inside but she didn’t allow it to paralyze her. Resigned to her fate, she took a deep breath. Ignoring Todd, she looked Viking straight in the eyes.

“You will be the first,” she promised.

His brow lifted. It was a blond so light, it was almost white. Even though he couldn’t have been more than a few years older than her, he had a way that showed her he was an old soul. She could see it in his weary gaze. It was the same one she sported on some days, the look you got when you grew up too fast too soon. 

The one that held a bit of fatigue, and—truth be told—a bit of resentment for people who could act their age. Like her classmates who lived in nice neighborhoods, both parents present, their biggest concern what to wear at Spring Dance or where to go for the summer holiday. She both hated and envied those people a little.

Pale eyes rested on her lips, then her breasts—making her feel all kinds of funny—and ended on her knife.

“The first what?” he asked.

“The first one I’m going to kill.”

He merely nodded, unlike Todd, who laughed even harder. He stepped aside, giving leeway to the hulking man standing next to him.

Elena cringed. She hadn’t even ever been kissed, and now these beasts were going to violate her. Little by little, cracks started to form in the invisible wall her mind imagined between her and the men standing before her.

“Kill.” His gravelly voice sent shivers down her spine.

Her eyes snapped up to him as he got closer.

“I don’t think you have the stomach for it.”

“Yes, I do.”

He shook his head. “Angels don’t kill people. Demons do.”

Before she could process that, he swung around and stabbed Todd in the stomach. 

Even if she lived a hundred years, she wouldn’t forget the sense of shock and betrayal etched onto Todd’s face as he slumped down a dumpster. It was wrong and dark and twisted, but she relished in his pain. He had it coming. Who knew how many other women he had put his filthy hands on?

Viking cleaned up his knife on Todd’s coat, ignoring his whimpers, and put it back in his pocket.

Elena just stood there, frozen, unsure of what he was going to do, or demand. 

Then he stepped aside. “Don’t forget your dog.”

Slowly, she turned around, one eye still on Viking. Todd lay at his feet, pressing against the gaping wound on his stomach, blood covering his hands. He cursed and cursed until she could almost see foam form on his mouth.

Not willing to see what was going to happen next, Elena carefully grabbed Pucci. Holding him, she scurried past Viking, who towered over her as if wrath embodied.

“Thank you.”

“Seventeen,” he said softly. “You’re still fucking seventeen.”

She didn’t question how he knew her age, or what he meant by his strange comment. It was as clear as day on his face. There was a raw desire she could barely process. No man had looked at her like that before. Ricky’s friends gave her cursory glances when they believed her brother wasn’t watching, but their eyes on her made her feel dirty, like she was something they could just take, use, and cast away. With Viking, it was different, they held a promise.

Looking into those eyes, she got mesmerized by his pull, and the dark swirl of emotions, the tornado of rage, she had seen in them a second ago had evaporated. There was a softness in his gaze that promised her safety, loyalty, honor.

An ugly truth hit her square in the chest; this man was dangerous and probably all kinds of wrong for her. Or maybe it was her mom who had been wrong. Maybe it was okay to trust a man, to believe in him. 

Wrong or right, it didn’t matter. Because, right then and there, in a moldy alley smelling of rotten fruit and urine, Elena did something she vowed to never do. 

She irrevocably lost her heart and soul to a man.


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

VIKING

 

 

He knew it the second he saw her months ago: Elena was either going to be his salvation or his downfall. She was a siren, his hazel-eyed girl, sent from above to save him from drowning. Or perhaps, to lure him into the rocks, making him crash and burn. 

He watched Elena walk away from him, holding the dog in her arms. Fuck, now he was jealous of a dog. Soon, he reminded himself. Soon, she would be eighteen and this waiting would be over. Then, one day, and it couldn’t come quick enough, she wouldn’t be walking away from him anymore. He intended to be the one she ran to, not the one she ran from.

But first, he had to get rid of the shit stain that had dared to touch her.

He looked down upon Todd, who lay at his feet, his pasty skin pale as a ghost. A surge of energy, a clouded tension, boiled up from underneath his skin, joining below his skull, urging him to end this fucker’s life. It wouldn’t be his first kill. That had been some asshole who had put his hands on his little brother, cornering him in an alley, trying to rape him. It was the way of the world, his world, that was dark and bleak most times, except when a little spitfire had barged through it, catching his attention, dousing it in light.

He grabbed Todd’s foot and dragged him into his shop. Todd cried and whined like the little bitch he was. Viking tossed him inside like the sack of trash he was. The fucker knocked over a few cans of motor oil, then came to a halt against the workbench.

“You weak motherfucker. Can dole it out, but can’t take it, can you?”

It wasn’t the smartest thing to do, stabbing the pussy in broad daylight, but his brain went haywire when he saw the bastard had cornered Elena and tried to fucking rape her. 

Rape.

Her.

Another red haze clouded his vision, and he could barely stop himself from going nuclear on Todd’s ass.

Patience, Viking. Keep it cool.

He could hear his friend Kristoff say it, as if he were standing next to him. Nothing ever phased that guy. Then again, the crazy Russian probably had vodka-laced ice water running through his veins. Viking, not so much. His was more a mixture of scotch and lava.

He grinned as Todd tried to crawl away. The way he was bleeding out, a snail could outrace him.

“Do you know why they call me Viking?” he asked as he grabbed a hammer from his toolshed. “No? Let me enlighten you. See, it’s not because of the light hair, or my build.” Like his dad, he was big-boned, muscles cording all over his body. He dropped to his haunches and fisted Todd’s hair, pulling his head up to face him. 

“It’s because when I get spitting mad, I like to chop things, as my ancestors did in the old days,” he explained, bringing his hammer down on Todd’s hand.

Todd’s scream echoed through the garage. He could scream all he wanted. Viking’s shop was in the worst part of the bad part of town.

The bastard’s eyes nearly bulged out from horror when he saw his mutilated hand. Fingers were scattered around the floor; one of them rolled underneath the car Todd had been trying to crawl under.

“Stop. Please, just stop!”

He was in no mood to stop. “No one touches her, asshole. She’s mine.”

Snot was running down Todd’s chin when he held up what was left of his hand. “Please stop. I’m sorry, okay. I didn’t know she was yours. I just thought she was a piece of ass, looking for some dick.”

The idiot was talking himself into a grave. Viking closed his eyes for a sec and rolled his neck to lighten the tension. No one knew Elena was his. Yet. But they would. He just had to claim her first. 

“Thing is, I don’t like your kind, Todd. You’re a piece of shit who gets off on scaring those weaker than you. Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to give me the name of your heroic friends who abandoned you. You do that, and I just might let you live.”

As predicted, Todd sang like a bird. 

He knocked Todd out, tied him up with a nice bow, and shoved him in a corner, covering his body. He would dispose of it later. While he got his gear and placed a knife in his boots, he could almost see his dad frowning upon him from heaven.

Eric “Hammer” Skarsgard had been a Marine. A man who lived by a code of honor. After his deployment, he continued living with that honor, working his ass off for a woman who didn’t deserve any. 

What good had working for the man done his dad? All it had gotten him was a bad back, a lousy paycheck, and an early grave. Unlike his dad, Viking knew he was unemployable. All he had was the garage his father had left him. He did all right, but nowhere near enough to provide for a woman, or—one day—his own family. He would though. To get there, all he had to do was eliminate each and every threat to Elena. Then, he’d wait some more. Only three more months and she would finally turn eighteen.

But first, it was time to go hunting.


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

ELENA

 

 

Standing at the parking lot before school, anticipation thrummed through Elena like a jolt of joy. It was the same feeling she got when taking a ride on a roller coaster. 

Eighteen. Today was the day.

Any minute now, Viking would pick her up and they would celebrate her birthday. She couldn't believe it had only been three months since they met. The day he’d saved her, though he insisted she would have found a way to save herself. It was one of the things she liked about him; he didn’t have a hero complex, wanting to save the damsel in distress over and over again. Not that she would’ve let him. She could take care of herself. Or, as he said, he would always be there to cover her back. 

Over the past few months, her home situation had only grown worse, with her brother turning their house into a distribution center for whatever it was he was selling on the street. One man in particular her brother worked with, gave her the chills, but she had managed to avoid him so far. Though Lorenzo Morelli, the oldest of the Morelli brothers, seemed to be at their house all the time. So much so that she had joked to Ricky to charge him rent. Her brother’s eyes had bulged and he had turned white. Obviously, he feared the man, and even though Elena knew she should probably too, she didn’t. After all, she had her own Black Knight. And soon, they would leave this place together.

“Looks like your guy is late. Typical.”

Her daydream of a better future involving puppies and a small apartment got rudely shattered by Giorgia. As always, her cousin had a snide comment ready.

She was standing next to her, having a smoke, while looking gorgeous in the latest style of jeans and high heels. But that was Giorgia—always dressed to a T while complaining about never having money. Giorgia was willowy tall and very beautiful, and she knew it. Next to her, Elena felt even shorter than her five foot six and—to be totally honest—stocky. Then again, Viking had reassured her he loved her curves and especially her boobs. Not that he had taken the chance to explore her package, but he would tonight, if she had anything to say about it.

“He’ll be here.”

“Will he?” Giorgia’s sour expression seemed to doubt it.

“If he said he would, he will.” Viking never broke a promise.

“Men say a lot of things. But once they've fucked you, they go back to their wives.”

She didn't understand how, at nineteen, her cousin had become so jaded, nor did she really care. There was no way she was letting her spoil her mood. 

“Then maybe you’re fucking the wrong kind of men.” 

Giorgia smirked and took something from her pocket. “Maybe. But at least I didn’t save my V-card, thinking my first time should be special. Ugh, there’s no such thing as a special man. They’re all the same. Happy birthday, cuz.”

Before she could react, Giorgia pressed something into her hand and ran off toward a black SUV with tinted windows. 

When Elena looked into the palm of her hand, she saw a condom. Her cheeks heated and she immediately dropped it into her bag. Was she that obvious? Clearly…

The next minute, Viking’s Harley pipes announced his arrival. Students who saw him ride up the parking lot gawked, stared, and some started whispering. Every now and then, she got a look from them—some envious, some filled with pity. She didn’t care. They didn't know him the way she did. No one knew that behind those ripped jeans and army jacket that covered all those muscles was the sweetest, most protective, guy she had ever met. 

People were giving him a wide berth when he parked his bike before her. 

“Hi there, Mr. Badass,” she greeted him, and placed a kiss on his lips.

He frowned, and it was only then he seemed to notice the attention they got. “Anyone giving you a hard time?”

She rolled her eyes and sat behind him.

He tilted his head to the side, waiting for her answer.

“Of course not. No one’s bothering me.” Like they would dare, with the way he was eying any man who ever got close to her.

“Good. You still carrying that knife?”

“Always.”

“That's my girl.” He handed her the helmet he got her.

“Could we go by my house first?”

 

Back home, she rushed up the stairs, in the hopes of getting in and out without having to encounter her brother. The house wasn’t as cramped up with his so-called friends as usual, and Ricky was nowhere in sight.

Appreciate the small things, Lena.

She grabbed her overnight bag from the floor, took one last look into the mirror, and hurried downstairs. Today was the day. She was finally officially no longer a minor and going to celebrate it with Viking. Her brother wasn’t lucid enough to remember her birthday, and no one else cared enough. Not that it mattered. Viking was her everything. 

A day after the Todd incident, he’d asked her out, and they had been together ever since. So far, he had been a perfect gentleman, which she found endearing, and…tedious. She knew he wasn’t a gentleman, not really. She was well-aware of his reputation. It was kind of hard to miss when people crossed the street when they spotted him. 

Every week, on Monday, he picked her up and dropped her off at school. Not that she needed him to, but because he wanted to. Or so he’d told her. He said it was to start his week good. Of course, she knew that wasn’t his only reason. Her Viking was a bit overprotective. He liked showing others they were together. Though she loved his protective instinct, she did need to have a talk with him. Soon. She wanted to go to college and wasn’t sure how he would react to that. After all, it could mean her going to another state.

She glanced one last time in her bag, smiling when she saw the white lace teddy she had saved for months to get. Tonight, she was going to show him she was his and his alone. 

Right when she was about to open the front door, a hand grabbed her wrist.

She frowned when she saw Lorenzo Morelli. “Let go of me.”

Lately, her brother’s dealer was like an ever-present fixture in their home. She suspected him to run his operation from their living room, not that she could prove it, or do anything about it.

“We need to have a talk.”

He pulled her with him to the kitchen and pushed her onto a seat. Then he sat across her as if he owned the place.

Even knowing there would be no help from that corner, her eyes searched for her brother. Other than two people passed out on the couch, the place was empty.

Morelli’s cold eyes roamed over her body, giving her a chill. 

She rubbed her wrist that was now red. “What do you want?”

“Viking.”

The word got her on high-alert. “Excuse me?”

“You should stop working for Viking. He’s a nobody, just a small-time hustler. Ricky said you were going to college. Come work for me. I will pay you better than he does.”

Her mouth almost dropped open. He actually believed she was working a side business for Viking? Even worse, he thought he could recruit her to sell his stash on a college campus? He was out of his mind.

“I don’t ‘work’ for him. And I will definitely never work for you.” She had to restrain herself from giving him the finger before she hauled up her bag and went to the door, praying Morelli wouldn’t be stupid enough to follow her. The minute she got outside and saw Viking’s eyes harden, she cursed.

She placed her bag in front of her and sat behind him. It was hard to ignore the stare-off between the men but she did her best. She wasn't going to allow either of them to ruin this day for her. 

“Could we please go?”

“I don't like him around you.”

“He’s not around me. He’s around my brother.” When Viking didn’t make an attempt to ride off, she leaned closer. “Forget about him. He means nothing.”

“If he ever so much as lays a hand on you, you’ll tell me.” He gave her a stern look. “You hear me, little lioness?”

She nodded and gave him her best “all’s good in the world” smile. However, a knot formed in her stomach and tightened. An uneasy trepidation, as if preparing her for catastrophe, crept up her spine. She couldn’t shake the feeling their time together was coming to an end, just as it had with her mother. As if fate’s cruel hands were about to snatch her away from him, rip them apart forever. Come hell or high water, she wasn’t going to let anything or anyone tear them apart.

When she saw he wasn’t about to let it go, she put her hand on his cheek. “Yes, I will tell you. Now, can we please go? I have a surprise for you.”

“I don’t like surprises.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’ll like this one.”

Or so she hoped, because if he was going to stop one more time while making out, she might combust.


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

 

 

VIKING

 

 

Viking dropped onto the couch and thought about Elena’s surprise. His girl had disappeared into the bathroom with that bag of hers. He hoped she’d hurry up, ’cause he was taking her out for her birthday dinner tonight.

He looked around his tiny apartment. While it was tidy and clean, everything was dated. This was no place to live with his girl. He had an inkling what her surprise would be, and part of him dreaded it. While he’d expected her to share the good news about her college applications, he wasn’t prepared to let her go yet.

Don’t be a selfish prick.

He rubbed away the upcoming headache when he thought about her leaving. He’d find a way to manage. Becoming a vet was her dream. He wasn’t going to screw that up for her by becoming her ball and chain.

Then she stepped out of the bathroom and his mouth went dry.

“Lena… baby…” Was she trying to kill him in that white teddy? 

She walked up to him, pieces of white lace barely covering her curves. He could see the determination, mixed with a hint of insecurity, in her eyes. She tried to mask it, but he knew her better than he knew himself. 

Elena was untouched. A virgin. He didn’t need her to tell him to know. It was the reason he held back whenever they ended up on his couch, kissing. Even though the slow burn was killing him, he’d promised himself that he would go slow. 

Apparently, she was ready to roar and wasn’t gonna take no for an answer. Good, he was done being a Boy Scout.

 

 

***

 

ELENA

 

 

The change in Viking was instant. Gone was the patient man who had treated her like glass, replaced by a marauding Viking ready to plunder, which played right into one of her fantasies. He took her mouth in a scorching kiss, plunging his tongue deeply. She could feel the length of his erection between her legs and couldn’t help herself as she grinded on him.

He growled and pushed down the straps of her teddy. His lips were on a nipple in an instant. When his teeth grazed over it, giving it a little bite, she shivered in anticipation. Her back arched as he sucked a hard bud into his hot mouth, pulling it inside deep. 

Heat washed over her skin and she rocked back and forth on his jeans-clad cock. Her hand went to his zipper, fumbling with his fly. Then his cock was out and pressing into her.

He grumbled something under his breath and his hands grabbed her butt cheeks, squeezing them hard. 

She lost hold of his pants when he lifted up, carrying her to his bedroom. He tossed her onto the bed, then took his shirt off, followed by his pants.

“Spread your hands above your head,” he instructed.

She did as he asked while her eyes roamed over his tight abs. His body was a piece of art. A rock-hard sculpture with a six-pack that covered his layer of muscles.

Finally naked, Viking slid back on the bed. His knees parted her thighs and fell into the space between them.

Her cheeks flushed when she felt his hardness press against her stomach. His hands went to her breasts, pushing them against each other. She’d always found them too big, but seeing him stare at them in awe, then kiss them until they turned pink, she reconsidered. 

He pinched her nipples and she arched into the slight pain. The tips of his rough, calloused fingers ran across her belly. They slipped underneath her thong and pulled it down, oh so slowly. Though they had made out, a lot, she had never been fully naked with him before, and she felt a bit vulnerable. Before she could process that, he nuzzled the insides of her thighs, his stubbled jaw scraping her sensitive skin.

So, so good. 

She couldn’t hold back a moan. He looked at her as if she was the most precious in his world, and whatever lingering insecurity she had fled out the window.

His hand went to her pussy and started to play with her, teasing. His fingers drew circles around her core, driving her mad. A need, this crazy pressure, built inside her as she grew wet.

“Please…” She grabbed hold of his shoulders, trying to pull him closer.

“Just getting started, baby,” he murmured. He sucked a nipple into his mouth while he pressed a finger inside her. 

Her insides clenched around his finger, trying to suck him in. Her brain switched off, giving over all control to her body. She wanted him inside her, now. She wrapped a hand around his neck and pulled him close for a kiss. He plundered her mouth as he thrust his tongue in forcefully. Whatever it was that held him back before, it was gone. Her Viking had shucked his chains and was finally claiming her.

“Spread your legs. Wider.”

He grabbed her knees, pushed them apart, and pressed down on her. She could feel his thick cock against her opening. Her heart fluttered as he slowly breached her.

It was taking forever. She bit his earlobe. “Just do it. I’m ready.”

Tension rolled off him in waves, but he didn’t speed up. “No, you’re not,” he all but growled. “You’re damn tight, baby. If I were to let go, I’d hurt you.”

She wiggled underneath him, as much as she could with his weight pressing her down. This slow burn was killing her. 

His head snapped up and he grabbed her chin. The look in his eyes startled her and she froze. They were dark with desire, as if he was barely holding on.

“I’m in charge, Lena. Don’t ever forget that.” He pushed in deeper, to immediately pull back, as if to make a point. “I’m gonna make you come on my cock before the night’s over. Then I’m gonna do it all over again while you’re riding me, with me finger fucking you.”

Who knew Viking was into dirty talk? He kept on talking, telling her what he was going to do to her. The more he talked, the slicker she grew. 

“Vik…” she whimpered as he continued to suck on a nipple.

Then, in an unexpected snap of his hips, he pushed through, all the way in. Hot pain shot up her spine as his thick cock penetrated the tight ring of muscle. She winced. 

“You good?”

She nodded, though the pain overruled the pleasure she’d felt before. He must have sensed that because he started kissing her again. He nuzzled her neck, cupped a breast, and dotted it with kisses. His tongue did wicked things with her nipples, lavishing them with attention, and sparks raced through her. All the while, his cock kept fucking her in shallow thrusts, keeping the flame inside her alive. When he felt her body relax once again, it was as if a switch turned on inside him.

Things got wild after that.

His cock smashed against her clit, over and over again, until stars exploded behind her eyes, and her back came off the bed. He pulled out of her and her hips bucked against him desperate for more, as if eager to retake him immediately.

Viking pushed her on her side. Then he dropped behind her, spooning her ass against his stomach. He lifted up her leg only to plunge inside her again. His other hand toyed with her clit, circling it, building up her pleasure until she arched her back as he pistoned in and out of her. 

Then he flipped her onto her stomach. He planted his hands on her shoulders, holding her down as he set a punishing rhythm, pounding into her.

“Love seeing your ass like this,” he grunted, and gave her ass a smack. “Bouncing up and down when I’m drilling you. Fuck, you’re so wet.”

Wet, hot, desperate for his touch, all of the above. Her face was smashed into the pillow, which was a blessing in disguise, as it muffled her screams. With his weight holding her down, she was absolutely powerless as he fucked her into the mattress. Never had she felt so good, and thoroughly loved on before. 

His arm slid under her stomach, angling her hips as he jackhammered into her.

“Oh god. Oh god.” Elena pounded her fists against the mattress. “Please don't stop.”

His thumb skimmed her clit. Then, two fingers pressed inside her, filling her even more. The heel of his palm pressed against her clit and she went off, bucking and screaming his name, her moan echoing in the room.

 

***

 

VIKING

 

 

Heaven was lying in bed with Elena. Skin to skin, her sweet ass perched against his stomach. He wished he could stay like this forever, but he had places to go, people to see. Life was a rat race he intended to win. The prize? Keeping Elena with him always.

He nuzzled her neck while brushing her hair with his fingers. It was the only time he ever felt real contentment, and at peace with himself. She was like his safe zone that kept the growing darkness inside him at bay.

His hand went to her stomach. He wanted to give her a kid. Tie her to him forever. 

College.

A word that meant the world to her. A word that put fear inside him like no man ever could. It went against every instinct he had, but he knew, should she want to go to an out-of-state college, he had to let her go. To a place with lots of smart people like her. A place filled with educated men and frat boys who would try to get into her pants.

He cupped her cheek, holding her gaze. “You ever gonna love another man?”

“Never, Viking, never.”

“You ever cheat on me, baby, I’ll make you pay. I will hurt you every day for the rest of your life.”

He waited for her to explode—she had a bit of a temper—but all she did was kiss the palm of his hand.

“If I do, you can kill me. I’ll be dead inside anyway. No one else but you, Viking. You’re my first and will be my last.”

“Damn right.”

Then, in a surprise move, she grabbed him by the balls. He held his breath, trying not to cringe at the slight pain.

Eyes narrowed, she smiled. “Same goes for you. You ever touch another woman, I’ll take a bat to you.”

She gave a squeeze. Little witch. She was just beginning to understand what power she had over him.

Then, she got that contemplative look on her face again. An expression that went beyond her years. Soon, she would be his girl, lock, stock, and barrel. Two more months, and he’d have enough for a down payment on an apartment. He would make an honest woman out of her. Giving her the carat ring, flowery shit women loved at a wedding, with the biggest cake he could find.

“Let’s leave,” she said softly.

“Leave? Where to, baby?”

“Anywhere. Away from my brother. This neighborhood. San Francisco. Go somewhere where it’s just you and me. We can take Sy with us.”

He loved how she included his little brother in their future.

“Not before I can give you everything.”

She snuggled into him and sighed. “I already have everything.”

Right. She said that now, but what if he couldn’t provide for her? Give her the lifestyle she deserved? She’d end up resenting him, just like his mom. When his dad got discharged and came home, missing a leg, covered in scars, she had turned her back on him. He wasn’t gonna take that chance.

She turned to face him. “I’ve got you. Always. Remember? You promised.”

“Always,” he vowed. “You may not want more, but you’ll have it. One day you'll have it all, I promise, because my girl deserves the best of the best.” Starting with a wedding ring. A real one, with a shiny stone and everything. Elena deserved more than a cheap knockoff.

Speaking of jewelry. He rummaged through the bedside table and got out a box. Seeing as they weren’t going out to eat, he might as well give her her present now.

“I got you something.”

She rose up, dropping the sheet and exposing her breasts. He had to stop himself from groping her.

She’s sore, asshole. It was her first time. Back the fuck off.

Her eyes shone when she took out the silver necklace with a lion pendant.

“Oh, it’s beautiful.” Her eyes were glazed when she looked up. “Now I have a permanent reminder of both my mom and you with me, always.”

Yeah, he knew what it was like to have a close bond with a parent, and have it torn away from you.

He shrugged. “It’s nothing, really.” One day, he was gonna give her the world.

“It’s everything,” she said softly, and turned around so he could put on the necklace. With a sigh, she snuggled back into him and pulled the sheets up to her nose. She was out cold the next minute.

Looking at his watch, he winced. Shit, he was supposed to meet Sy an hour ago. He wasn’t particularly looking forward to see his mother again, but he had to make a pit stop there anyway. Get his late grandmother’s ring. If Elena was leaving for college, it was gonna be with his ring on her finger. His dad had told him where he’d put it. He knew he would have a fight on his hands with his mom, if she knew what he was after, but fuck it. He wasn’t gonna let that stop him.

He put on some clothes, left a message for Elena he’d be back, and went home. No, not home. That place hadn’t been home ever since his father died and his mother brought in Frank. 

The first sign something was up was when Sy didn’t open the door. Usually, his brother couldn’t wait to get out of that place and go off with him. Mostly to just hang out at the garage, or at the shooting range. His father had discovered Sy’s “sniper talent,” as he’d called it.

He’d asked Sy to live with him several times, but loyal as he was, he didn’t want to leave their mother. One day, Sy would see the loyalty was a one-way street. Until that time, all Viking could do was respect Sy’s decision. At eighteen, he could decide for himself.

He rang the bell again, but still nothing. The door staying closed was the second sign something was wrong. He knew there were people inside because the light was on and he could hear the TV. He knocked a few more times, and just as he was about to break in, his mother opened the door.

Her gaunt eyes looked terrified at seeing him. Sign three. Fuck. Without giving her time to say anything, he burst inside. To his right, Frank was lying on the couch, having a smoke. His oily skin was highlighted by the black eye he sported. His one good eye shot to the leather belt that was placed on the coffee table.

No Sy in sight. Dread filled Viking’s stomach.

“Where’s my brother?”

Frank made a derisive sound. 

His mom grabbed his elbow. “Sy’s not here.”

The tremor in her voice gave away her lie. He barged past her and went to Sy’s room. It was empty. Then he heard someone in the bathroom across from it.

He threw open the door. His brother sat on the edge of the tub, stitching his upper arm. Judging by his scowl, he gave as good as he got. Viking had trained him himself, taking over from his dad, who believed any man worth his salt should be able to defend himself.

Seeing his brother, battered and bruised, had a ringing starting in his head, lighting every rage cell he had in his brain. He stormed back downstairs. 

Frank jumped up from the couch, his feet sliding on the cheap linoleum coating the floor.

Viking pushed aside his mom and didn’t waste any time with words. He sucker punched him, and Frank went down. Hard. He stumbled back over the couch and took down a lamp with him.

His mother started screaming and ran to Frank to help him up.

“You piece of shit,” Frank snarled.

Every part of Viking was on fire. He felt wired, ready to go a round, to kill, feel bones crunch underneath him.

“Get up.” He hit his chest. “Get up, you asshole, and take on someone your own size.”

Frank shook his head and, the stupid fuck, actually made his way over to him, stumbling along.

“No!” His mom threw herself between him.

It pained him to see her this way, bloodshot eyes, hair a tangled mess, the drugs slowly eating away at her. Once, she had been the most beautiful woman he’d ever known.

“Step aside, Mom.”

“Move, woman.” Frank shoved her away. “It’s time someone taught your boy to show me some respect.”

“It wasn’t Frank’s fault!” His mother looked between them, her eyes desperate. “Sy lives here. He should help us out more. Frank was only right to ask him to help pay the bills.”

Just when he thought she couldn’t sink any lower, life showed him he was wrong. Frank had beat up his brother over money? Cash he should be bringing in himself to begin with? 

He couldn’t hide his look of disgust. The time for words was over. He went into the kitchen and grabbed a butcher’s knife. It was big and shiny and perfect.

When he walked back inside, Frank’s eyes widened.

“Which hand did you hit him with?”

