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	Foreword

 

Stockholm is a city of strength and shadows. Beneath the surface of discipline, sweat, and the pursuit of perfection lies something darker—desire, obsession, and secrets that can shatter lives.

When I began writing Shadows of Strength, I didn’t set out to tell a simple story of lust or crime. I wanted to explore the thin line between passion and danger, the intoxicating pull of power, and the resilience it takes to stand against forces larger than yourself. Alma Andersson, the woman at the heart of this story, is not flawless—she is scarred, stubborn, and sometimes reckless. But she is strong, not only in body but in spirit.

This book is an invitation to step into her world: the neon-lit gym floors, the heat of temptation, the betrayal hidden behind every reflection. It’s about what happens when strength is tested not just in the body, but in the soul.

If you find yourself breathless, unsettled, or captivated along the way—then I’ve done my job.

— Alma Andersson





 

 

Chapter 1 – Shadows in Uppsala

 

Stockholm pulsed with neon veins, but Uppsala was where Alma Andersson had first learned to survive in the shadows. The night hung heavy outside Iron Pulse, the luxury gym where glass and chrome reflected every bead of sweat, every taut muscle, every fleeting glance. Inside, the air was dense with heat and testosterone, thick with the metallic scent of iron plates and the sweet tang of pre-workout powder.

Alma adjusted the waistband of her black leggings, her toned body glowing under the pale-blue LEDs. Tattoos coiled down her arms, bold lines and abstract swirls that seemed to ripple when she flexed. Her blonde hair was tied high in a strict ponytail, exposing a strong jawline softened by lips that rarely smiled but always tempted. Her presence commanded the gym, but tonight she felt watched.

She had finished her own late workout—deadlifts, clean presses, sweat dripping between her shoulder blades—when she noticed him. A stranger. He wasn’t part of the usual night crowd. He wasn’t grunting over dumbbells like the college boys, nor glued to mirrors flexing their egos. He moved with precision, lifting just enough weight to show strength, never too much to show vanity.

Alma’s blue eyes followed his reflection in the wall of mirrors. Tall, broad shoulders, dark hair cut close, a jaw sharp as if sculpted. His movements were fluid, yet each one carried the restraint of someone used to control. Even from across the room she felt his intensity, like the weight of a barbell pressing against her chest.

“Who the hell are you?” she muttered under her breath, grabbing her shaker bottle.

As if on cue, the man glanced at her. His eyes caught hers in the reflection—a piercing, unreadable gaze. Not just a look, but a claim.

Alma swallowed, annoyed at the flutter low in her stomach. She wasn’t easily rattled. As a personal trainer, she dealt with men who confused coaching with flirting on a daily basis. But this was different. This wasn’t flirtation. This was… something else.

When she turned, he was already moving toward her. Smooth, deliberate steps. Like a predator who knew his prey wouldn’t run.

“You’re Alma Andersson,” he said. His voice was low, velvet laced with steel.

She tilted her head, suspicious. “And you are?”

“Viktor,” he replied simply, as if the name explained everything.

No handshake. No smile. Just that name.

Alma crossed her arms, her tattoos shifting with the motion. She felt the sweat cooling on her skin, the sports bra tight against her chest. His eyes flicked down for the briefest second, not lingering, but enough for her to know he noticed.

“I don’t remember signing you up,” she said, her tone sharp.

“I’m not here for the paperwork.” He leaned slightly closer, his scent reaching her—clean, but edged with something darker, leather or gun oil. “I’m here for you.”

Her heart skipped. A nervous laugh escaped before she could stop it. “You don’t even know me.”

He smiled faintly, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “I know enough. I’ve seen your discipline. Your strength.” His gaze lingered on her arms, her shoulders, the ink marking her skin. “You don’t break easily. I like that.”

Alma’s instincts screamed. Something about him was off. Dangerous. Yet her body betrayed her, heat rising as though her veins had remembered a hunger she’d tried to bury.

“Listen,” she said, regaining composure, “if you want a trainer, book a session like everyone else.”

“I don’t want just anyone,” he replied, voice softer now, pulling her closer like gravity. “I want you.”

Silence stretched between them, heavy as the weights stacked nearby. Around them, the gym buzzed faintly—music, clanking iron, muffled laughter—but Alma felt sealed in a private cage with him.

She took a deliberate step back, though her pulse thundered in her throat. “Then make an appointment at the front desk. Otherwise, leave me alone.”

For a moment, she thought he would press further. But instead, he gave her a slow nod. “Tomorrow night. You’ll train me. Midnight.”

Her brows arched. “You don’t schedule me.”

“I just did,” Viktor said, then turned and walked away, his broad back retreating into the mirror-lit corridors of Iron Pulse.

Alma exhaled hard, gripping her shaker bottle until her knuckles whitened. Who the hell was he? And why did she already know she’d be here at midnight tomorrow, waiting?

 

The gym was almost empty when Alma finally locked her locker and stepped outside. The Swedish night wrapped around her like a cold shroud, sharp air biting against her damp skin. She tugged her hoodie over her head, her muscles still buzzing from adrenaline rather than exertion.

Midnight. He had said midnight.

She shook her head, cursing herself for even considering it. Men like Viktor were trouble, the kind that came wrapped in broad shoulders and quiet arrogance. She had dealt with obsessed clients before—cocky entrepreneurs, bored husbands, wannabe bodybuilders who confused sweat with intimacy. But none of them had ever looked at her the way Viktor did. As if he had already measured her, tested her, and found her worth the challenge.

Her boots echoed against the slick cobblestones as she walked to her car. Uppsala was quieter than Stockholm at this hour—streets dimly lit, shop windows black, the river flowing in silence. She liked the solitude, the way it stripped her down to muscle and bone, thought and instinct.

But tonight, her solitude felt cracked.

When she reached her car, she paused. A folded piece of paper was tucked under the windshield wiper.

Her chest tightened. She glanced around—the street was empty.

Pulling it free, she unfolded it slowly, half-expecting a crude joke or an advertisement. Instead, there was a single handwritten line, in clean, deliberate strokes:

“Let’s test your strength.”

Alma’s pulse spiked. She closed her fist around the paper, fighting the shiver racing down her spine.

He knows where I park. He knows my car.

For a moment, she thought about crumpling it, tossing it into the gutter. But something stopped her. Curiosity, maybe. Or something more dangerous, something darker: desire.

She slid into the driver’s seat, the note still clutched in her hand. The leather creaked beneath her as she leaned back, closing her eyes. She told herself to forget him. To go home, shower, sleep. Tomorrow she’d train her usual clients—executives with paunches, women sculpting beach bodies, athletes chasing personal records. Normal. Predictable. Safe.

But in the mirror of her mind, she saw him again. Viktor. The sharp line of his jaw, the weight of his stare, the way he spoke her name like it belonged to him.

She groaned, slamming the steering wheel with her palm.

“This is insane.”

And yet, she knew. She would be back tomorrow. At midnight.

The following night, Iron Pulse glowed like a temple of neon. Most of the city slept, but the gym thrummed with an eerie kind of life—the hum of lights, the soft thrum of bass from a speaker someone had left on low, the clang of a lone barbell from a late-night regular finishing his set.

Alma had told herself she wouldn’t come. Yet here she was, wearing black compression shorts and a crimson sports bra that hugged her curves like armor. She tightened the straps of her gloves as if bracing for battle.

The front desk was empty. The night staff had clocked out hours ago. She scanned the floor—no Viktor. Relief mixed with disappointment.

Then, from the shadows near the boxing ring, she heard him.

“Punctual,” he said, voice smooth, carrying across the space like smoke.

Alma’s breath caught as he stepped into the light. Black sweatpants, a fitted shirt that clung to the outline of his chest. He carried no gym bag, no water bottle. Just himself, calm and controlled, as if he needed nothing else.

“You don’t belong here at this hour,” she said, forcing steel into her tone.

“Neither do you,” he countered.

She clenched her jaw. “What do you want from me?”

His eyes studied her, slow, deliberate. “Strength. Not just the kind you flex for mirrors. The kind that survives pressure. Heat. Fear.”

She laughed, though it came out harsher than intended. “This isn’t a game, Viktor. I’m not here to stroke your ego.”

“Good,” he said, stepping closer. “I’m not interested in easy games.”

The way he moved unsettled her—each step calculated, like a chess piece sliding into place. When he was close enough, she smelled him again. That clean darkness. That dangerous edge.

“Show me,” he said quietly. “Show me what you can do.”

Her pulse hammered in her throat. She hated how much his challenge stirred her.

“You want training?” she said, squaring her shoulders. “Fine. Get in the ring.”

A faint smile tugged at his lips. “Finally.”

Inside the boxing ring, the world narrowed. Alma tightened the laces of her gloves, every muscle primed. She had sparred with dozens of clients before, most of them amateurs puffing up their pride. But this wasn’t about technique. This was about control.

Viktor stepped in without hesitation, rolling his shoulders. No gloves. No tape. Just bare hands.

“You should wrap,” Alma said.

“Why?”

“You’ll break your wrist.”

His eyes flickered with amusement. “Maybe I trust my body more than the rules.”

She almost smiled despite herself. Cocky bastard.

“Fine,” she said. “But don’t cry when I put you down.”

He chuckled, a low sound that curled around her like smoke. “I’d like to see you try.”

They circled each other, eyes locked, the tension thicker than the sweat-scented air. Alma’s skin prickled with heat, every nerve sharpened.

When she struck first—a sharp jab—he dodged with startling speed. Close enough that her glove brushed the fabric of his shirt, close enough that their bodies nearly collided.

Their eyes met in that electric space. For a fraction of a second, neither moved. The air between them vibrated.

Then he whispered, so low only she could hear:

“You hit like someone who’s afraid to lose control.”

The words sliced through her, more intimate than a touch.

And Alma, despite every warning screaming in her head, felt her lips curve into a dangerous smile.

The first clash came like lightning. Alma threw a cross, sharp and controlled, meant to test him. Viktor caught her wrist mid-air, twisting with uncanny precision. His grip was firm, not brutal, but the implication was there: strength contained, like a wolf holding back its bite.

“Too predictable,” he murmured.

Alma jerked free, circling him again. Sweat beaded along her collarbone, sliding down into the valley between her breasts, her sports bra clinging tighter with every movement. She ignored the heat in her chest—not from exertion but from his presence, his closeness, the raw charge sparking every time their bodies neared.

“Try me again,” she said, her voice steady, even as her pulse raced.

This time she feinted low, then swung high. He moved to block, but she pivoted, slamming her shoulder into his torso. For a heartbeat, she had the upper hand, forcing him back against the ropes. Her breath came fast, lips parting, her body pressing just close enough that she felt the solid wall of his chest through thin fabric.

But Viktor only smiled, the kind of smile that unnerved her more than a snarl. “Better.”

Then, with terrifying calm, he reversed the momentum. His arm hooked around her waist, pulling her in. Her gloves pressed against his chest as their eyes locked, and for a long second, the fight dissolved into something else. Something dangerous.

“You like control,” he whispered, his breath hot against her ear.

Her jaw tightened. “And you like taking it.”

The silence between them was thick with everything unsaid. His hand lingered just long enough at her lower back to ignite a spark that made her curse her own body.

“Enough,” Alma snapped, stepping back, forcing air into her lungs.

Viktor lowered his arms but never his gaze. His eyes devoured her, not like a man ogling flesh, but like a hunter assessing prey. Or an equal.

“You fight clean,” he said. “But inside, you’re chaos.”

Alma bristled, yanking at the velcro of her gloves. “You don’t know a damn thing about me.”

“Don’t I?” he asked softly. “Uppsala. Six years ago. That scandal.”

Her blood froze.

Her hands stilled on the gloves, chest heaving. “What did you just say?”

Viktor tilted his head, watching her unravel. “I told you, Alma. I know more than you think.”

A surge of anger shot through her veins. She ripped off her gloves and slammed them onto the canvas. “If you came here to play mind games, you’re wasting my time.”

But her words felt hollow, betrayed by the tremor in her voice.

He stepped closer, closing the gap between them. Her body screamed to move, to push him away, but she stayed rooted, trapped between fury and fascination.

“Strength isn’t about muscles,” he said. “It’s about what you can’t bury.”

Her throat went dry. “Stay the hell out of my past.”

Viktor’s eyes glimmered in the dim light, unreadable. “Maybe I’m already in it.”

Before Alma could speak, he leaned in—too close, too sudden. Not a kiss, not yet, but a breath away. His lips hovered near hers, the heat of his body overwhelming.

Her fists curled at her sides, nails biting into her palms. Part of her wanted to shove him back, to throw a punch that would wipe that calm arrogance off his face. But another part—a darker, buried part—wanted to close the gap.

Her chest rose and fell against his. Her eyes flicked to his lips, then back to his eyes.

For a second, the world teetered.

Then Viktor pulled away, slow and deliberate. The rope of the ring creaked as he stepped back, leaving Alma’s pulse hammering in her throat.

“We’ll continue tomorrow,” he said, voice low, certain. “Same time.”

And with that, he slipped out of the ring, out of her reach, his footsteps echoing in the hollow gym.

Alma stood frozen, gloves abandoned at her feet, every muscle burning not from the fight but from the war inside her.

Damn him.

Damn him for knowing exactly how close she was to breaking.

Alma didn’t remember the drive home. One moment she was staring at her own reflection in the gym’s darkened glass, chest still heaving, and the next she was inside her small Stockholm apartment, peeling off her hoodie like it weighed a hundred kilos.

The silence was brutal. Normally, she found comfort in it—the quiet after hours spent in the clamor of weights, music, and voices. But tonight, the silence pressed against her, amplifying the chaos inside her head.

Uppsala. Six years ago. That scandal.

Her body tensed as if he had spoken a trigger word. The past was supposed to stay buried, locked away like a corpse in the ground. She had rebuilt everything—her reputation, her business, her life. And yet, with a few casual words, Viktor had ripped open the grave.

She dropped onto her couch, her tattoos glistening faintly under the low light, sweat drying across her skin. Her fingers trembled when she reached for her water bottle.

How the hell does he know?

The memory clawed at her—flashes of photographs she wished had never been taken, whispers that spread faster than fire, the humiliating press coverage. Alma Andersson, the fitgirl, the trainer, the scandal. It had nearly destroyed her. And now Viktor, a man she had just met, knew.

“Fuck,” she muttered, burying her face in her hands.

But beneath the anger, beneath the fear, something else burned: desire. That was what infuriated her most. Even as he dismantled her walls, even as he dangled her secrets before her, she wanted him. The way he had pinned her in the ring, the way his breath had brushed her lips—it haunted her in a way that made her thighs clench against her will.

She hated him for it. She hated herself more.

Her phone buzzed. Alma flinched, heart lurching, half-expecting his name on the screen. But it was a client, a woman canceling tomorrow’s session. Alma exhaled in relief and tossed the phone aside.

Still, the thought lingered: what if Viktor called? What if he showed up?

The next evening, Alma tried to distract herself. She threw herself into work, guiding clients through brutal HIIT circuits, correcting form, barking encouragement. Outwardly, she was the perfect trainer—focused, motivating, in control.

But inside, every hour dragged toward midnight.

When the clock finally struck eleven-thirty, Alma found herself once again standing outside Iron Pulse. The neon logo glowed above her like a dare.

She cursed under her breath. She could have gone home. She could have ignored him. But here she was.

Inside, the gym was deserted. The air smelled faintly of disinfectant and rubber mats, the lingering ghost of earlier crowds.

And then, from the far corner, she heard it: the rhythmic thud of fists against a heavy bag.

She followed the sound, her pulse quickening.

Viktor stood shirtless, sweat gleaming across his chest as his fists pounded the bag in brutal, efficient strikes. His muscles flexed and rippled, tattoos of his own visible across his ribs and shoulder. His breathing was calm, controlled, even as the bag shuddered with each blow.

Alma froze, watching him. The sight was primal, hypnotic. Every strike was violence contained in form, every movement a message.

He stopped suddenly, sensing her. Without turning, he said, “You came.”

Alma swallowed, hating the heat in her cheeks. “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m here because I need answers.”

He turned then, his eyes dark and unreadable, a faint smile curving his lips. “And I’m here to give them. But not for free.”

Her jaw clenched. “You think this is a negotiation?”

“No,” he said, stepping closer, sweat dripping down his temple. “This is a test.”

Her stomach knotted, not with fear, but with anticipation.

“What kind of test?” she demanded.

“The kind that shows whether you’re ready to face your past,” he murmured. His gaze swept over her body—lingering on her strong arms, her taut abdomen, her inked skin. “And whether you’re strong enough to stand beside me.”

His words were a puzzle, a trap, and a seduction all at once.

Alma’s fists tightened. She wanted to punch him. She wanted to kiss him. She wanted to know why the hell this stranger felt like the most dangerous truth she had ever faced.

And deep down, she already knew: whatever this test was, she would take it.

The heavy bag swung between them, creaking on its chain. Alma stood with her arms crossed, every muscle tense, while Viktor toweled sweat from his chest as though they were in some ordinary late-night session.

But nothing about this was ordinary.

“You keep talking about my past,” she said finally, her voice sharper than she intended. “If you know something, say it. Stop circling me like a wolf.”

Viktor’s eyes met hers—calm, dark, unflinching. “A wolf doesn’t circle for no reason. He studies. He waits.”

Her lips parted, a retort ready, but no sound came. She hated how his words burrowed under her skin, how every syllable made her feel both stripped bare and… desired.

Alma forced herself to move, grabbing a pair of mitts from the rack. “Fine. You came here to train, so let’s train. Gloves on. No more mind games.”

To her surprise, Viktor obeyed. He laced up a pair of battered black gloves, the leather worn smooth. When he slipped his hands into them, his knuckles flexed like the tightening of chains.

They moved into rhythm—jab, cross, hook. Alma called out the combinations, her arms absorbing the shock of his punches. Each strike was precise, brutal in its control, as if he could break her bones if he wanted to but chose not to.

“Harder,” she commanded.

He obeyed. The baggy mitts cracked with each blow, her wrists stinging. Sweat slicked her neck, her sports bra damp and clinging.

“Faster.”

Again, he complied, his eyes never leaving hers.

With every punch, the tension between them deepened—not just trainer and client, not just predator and prey. Something far more volatile.

“Good,” Alma said through clenched teeth. “Now switch.”

They traded roles. Alma slipped on the gloves, Viktor holding the mitts. She unleashed a flurry of punches—jab, jab, cross, hook—her body a storm of strength and frustration.

But Viktor barely moved under the impact, bracing as if her power was nothing compared to what he could withstand.

“Again,” he said.

She struck harder, sweat flying.

“Again.”

Her arms screamed, lungs burning, but she didn’t stop. She couldn’t. Not with his voice commanding her like that. Not with the heat in his stare.

Finally, when her body trembled with exhaustion, Viktor dropped the mitts. “Enough.”

Alma ripped off the gloves, fury and desire tangled in her chest. “You don’t get to tell me when it’s enough.”

His lips curved, not quite a smile. “That’s exactly what I get to do.”

She stepped closer, close enough to smell the salt of his sweat, close enough that her tattooed arm brushed his chest. “I don’t need you to control me.”

“No,” he said softly, eyes burning into hers. “But you want me to.”

The words sliced through her like a blade. For one reckless heartbeat, she imagined what it would feel like to surrender—not in weakness, but in the raw heat of giving in.

Her breath hitched.

“Stay the hell out of my head,” she whispered.

Viktor leaned down, lips a breath from her ear. “Too late.”

Alma’s fists curled, ready to strike—or pull him closer. She hated that she didn’t know which.

But before she could decide, he stepped back, stripping the gloves from his hands. “Tomorrow night. Same time. Don’t disappoint me.”

And then he was gone, leaving her alone in the echoing gym, chest heaving, sweat cooling on her trembling skin.

She stared at the abandoned mitts on the floor. Her body screamed at her to walk away, to never come back.

But her heart—the heart she had fought so hard to armor—was already betraying her.

And Alma knew, with terrifying certainty, that this was only the beginning.

 

Chapter 2 – Desire Awakens


The gym lights glowed low and electric, humming faintly in the silence that followed the day’s rush. Alma Andersson locked the main door behind her, slipping her key into the pocket of her fitted leggings. She liked the late hours—the Iron Pulse was hers alone. The mirrored walls, the smell of chalk and rubber mats, the metallic tang of steel plates waiting to be lifted; all of it felt like an extension of her body.

But tonight wasn’t like other nights. She wasn’t alone.

The sound of footsteps broke the silence, slow and deliberate. Alma turned. Viktor Lindgren was already there, waiting by the dumbbell rack, wearing a dark compression shirt that clung to his torso. His eyes caught hers in the mirror, unreadable and steady.

“You’re late,” Alma said, her voice calm but edged.

“I was waiting for the right moment,” Viktor replied. He moved closer, the weight of his presence heavy in the empty gym. “I don’t like to rush what matters.”

Alma crossed her arms, her tattoos catching the neon light. “This isn’t a date. It’s training.”

A smirk curved his lips. “Everything is training, Alma. The body. The mind. Desire.”

The way he said it made her chest tighten. She forced herself to hold his gaze, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of seeing her falter.

“Fine,” she said. “Let’s see what you’ve got. Warm-up first. Jump rope.”

Viktor obeyed, picking up the rope. His movements were smooth, controlled, the rope slapping rhythmically against the mat. Alma watched his shoulders roll, the sweat beginning to sheen across his skin. He was strong, but not reckless; he moved like someone who understood both violence and patience.

After two minutes she stepped closer, close enough to feel the heat rising off him. “Good. Faster.”

The rope slapped harder, his breathing deeper. Alma circled him like a predator, eyes sharp, but she couldn’t ignore the way her pulse quickened. He wasn’t just following her commands—he was performing for her, testing her in return.

When he stopped, he let the rope fall with a snap and met her eyes directly. “Your turn.”

Alma raised a brow. “I’m the trainer.”

“And I’m the client,” Viktor said, voice low. “I like reciprocity.”

The challenge hung in the air. Alma picked up the rope without breaking eye contact and began her routine—clean, fast, sharp movements. She was in control, her blonde ponytail whipping as the rope whirred. Viktor’s gaze never left her, burning into her skin, and that heat unsettled her more than the effort.

She dropped the rope after a minute. “Satisfied?”

“Not even close,” Viktor murmured.

Before she could reply, he grabbed a pair of gloves from the bench and tossed them toward her. “Sparring. No holding back.”

Alma slipped on the gloves, her heart thudding with something more than adrenaline. She liked sparring—liked the fight, the contact—but with him it was different. Dangerous.

They squared off in the mirrored boxing ring, neon lights casting sharp lines across their bodies. Alma struck first, a quick jab to test him. Viktor blocked, countering with a hook that grazed her arm.

“You’re slow,” she teased.

His grin was sharp. “You’re distracted.”

She came in harder, forcing him back, their gloves cracking against each other in rapid rhythm. The impact vibrated up her arms, every strike a mix of control and rising aggression. He pushed back, stronger now, their bodies colliding in the tight space.

For a moment they were chest to chest, gloves pressed together, breathing hard. His voice was in her ear, low and hot: “Do you always sweat this much when you’re in control?”

Alma shoved him back, breaking the contact. “You talk too much.”

“Or not enough.”

The sparring turned rougher. Alma aimed for his ribs, but he twisted, catching her by the waist and forcing her against the ropes. His grip wasn’t brutal, but firm enough to make her pulse spike.

“Let go,” she said.

“Say please,” Viktor murmured.

Alma’s blue eyes narrowed, her chest rising fast. She slammed her glove into his shoulder, pushing herself free. “You don’t give orders here.”

But the tension lingered, thick as smoke.

They circled each other again, gloves raised, but now every movement carried a charge beyond combat. When Alma feinted left, Viktor leaned too close, his breath grazing her cheek. She countered with a strike, and he caught her arm, twisting just enough to pull her off balance.

Her back hit the ropes again, and his body loomed inches from hers.

“Careful,” Viktor said softly. “You’re playing with fire.”

Alma’s lips parted, breath shallow. For a second she considered pushing him away—but instead, she stayed. His eyes locked on hers, and she felt the line between fight and something far more dangerous blur.

With a sharp motion, she slipped under his arm and escaped to the center of the ring, her smile cold but charged. “You’ll burn before I do.”

The bell of the timer broke the moment, echoing in the empty gym.

Alma peeled the gloves off, tossing them aside. Her skin glowed with sweat, her muscles alive with tension. She turned away, grabbing her towel, needing space.

But Viktor wasn’t finished. “You’re strong,” he said. “Stronger than most men I’ve faced.”

She didn’t answer.

Then his voice lowered, almost intimate: “But strength can also be a weakness. Especially when someone knows where to press.”

Alma froze, towel clenched in her hands. His words weren’t about the ring. He was hinting—teasing—about something else, something she hadn’t told him.

She turned back slowly, masking her unease with defiance. “You think you know me?”

Viktor’s smile was unreadable. “I know enough to keep coming back.”

The silence that followed was thick, the only sound their breaths and the faint hum of neon. Alma couldn’t shake the feeling that tonight’s session was only the beginning—that the real game had just begun.

The locker room smelled of eucalyptus and steam, the faint hum of the sauna at the far end filling the silence. Alma dropped her towel onto the bench, her body still buzzing from the sparring. She had pushed herself harder than she intended, and yet the heat in her veins wasn’t only from the workout. Viktor’s nearness, the way his body had trapped hers against the ropes, the edge in his voice—it lingered in her, gnawing at her composure.

She opened her locker, pulling out her shaker bottle, when she caught movement in the mirror. Viktor stood at the doorway, arms crossed, his dark shirt clinging to him, sweat-damp and stretched across broad shoulders. He shouldn’t have been there. The locker room was off-limits.

“You’re lost,” she said flatly, without turning.

“Or exactly where I need to be.”

Alma exhaled slowly, gripping the shaker until her knuckles whitened. “This isn’t part of your training.”

“Everything is training.” He stepped further inside, his footsteps slow, deliberate. “Mind. Body. Control. You push me to the edge out there… but in here, the game changes.”

Alma spun to face him, her blonde hair falling loose from her tie, sweat making the ink on her arms glisten under the fluorescent light. “You think this is a game?”

Viktor’s gaze dropped to her chest, then back to her eyes. “I think you like playing as much as I do.”

For a heartbeat, the silence was so thick it pulsed. Alma hated that he might be right. Her body was alive in ways it hadn’t been in years. But admitting that to him would be surrender. And she didn’t surrender. Not to anyone.

She stepped closer, until they were almost touching. Her voice was a whisper but carried a razor’s edge. “Careful, Viktor. Push me too far, and you’ll regret it.”

His smile was slow, dangerous. “I’m counting on it.”

Her hand shot out, gripping his jaw hard enough to tilt his head back. The sudden contact shocked him, but his smirk never faltered. For a few seconds, neither moved—just breath against breath, power against power.

Then Alma let go, brushing past him, heading straight for the sauna. She needed heat, steam, anything to blur the sharpness of his words.

Inside, the air was thick and suffocating. She closed her eyes, leaned back against the wooden wall, and let the sweat roll down her skin.

But she wasn’t alone for long. The door creaked, and Viktor slipped in, shirtless now, the light catching the scars that cut across his chest. They weren’t random—they told a story, and Alma wanted to know it even as she resented the desire.

“You don’t quit, do you?” she muttered.

He sat across from her, his eyes locked on hers through the swirling heat. “Neither do you.”

The silence that followed was heavier than any conversation. Steam curled between them, and Alma felt every drop of sweat like a fingertip running down her skin. Viktor leaned forward, elbows on his knees, watching her in a way that made the walls feel too small.

“You fight like someone who’s been cornered before,” he said quietly.

Her eyes snapped open. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t dig where you don’t belong.”

A long pause. His jaw flexed, but he didn’t press. Instead, his tone softened, almost taunting. “Then tell me where I do belong.”

Alma’s pulse hammered. She hated this—hated that he made her body respond even while her mind screamed danger. She rose abruptly, the towel slipping from her shoulders, leaving only the thin black sports bra clinging to her. Viktor’s eyes flicked down, dark and hungry, but he didn’t move.

“Session’s over,” she said, her voice hard.

“Not even close,” he answered, low, deliberate.

She turned toward the door, but before she reached it, his voice followed her like a chain around her throat.

“You can keep pretending this is only training,” he said, “but sooner or later, you’ll admit it—you want this tension. You want me pushing you where no one else dares.”

Alma stopped, hand on the doorframe, her breath caught between anger and arousal. She didn’t look back, didn’t give him the satisfaction. But her silence betrayed her.

And Viktor knew it.

“Tomorrow,” he said, leaning back against the bench as though he’d already won. “Same time. I’ll be waiting.”

Alma stepped out into the cooler air of the corridor, the sauna door closing behind her like the final word in a conversation she hadn’t meant to start.

Her phone buzzed in her locker. She grabbed it, glad for the distraction, but when she unlocked the screen, her heart skipped. A new message glowed against the dark background.

Unknown Number: Let’s test how strong you really are.

Alma’s throat went dry. It wasn’t signed. It wasn’t Viktor’s style—it was something colder, more calculated.

She stood there, half-naked in the silence of the locker room, realizing with a jolt that the game had just shifted. Viktor wasn’t the only one watching her.

The city outside was still alive when Alma left the gym. Stockholm’s streets glistened with the sheen of recent rain, neon lights reflecting in puddles like shards of colored glass. Her motorcycle waited under the flickering lamp, sleek and black—an extension of herself. She slid the helmet on, trying to shake the unease that still clung to her skin.

The message burned in her mind. Let’s test how strong you really are. It hadn’t come from Viktor. His provocations were blatant, almost playful, but this was different—sharper, colder, like a blade pressed against her throat.

She gunned the engine, the roar echoing off the damp concrete, and let the speed clear her head. Yet no matter how fast she rode, the words followed. By the time she reached her apartment, the adrenaline had turned to restless heat under her skin.

The building was modern, minimalist—floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the water, steel and glass in straight, clean lines. She stripped out of her damp clothes, tossing them onto the floor, and padded barefoot into the kitchen. A glass of wine, maybe, to numb the tension. But as she opened the bottle, she caught herself glancing at her phone again.

Nothing. No new messages.

She set the glass down untouched and stepped into the shower. Hot water cascaded over her, washing away sweat, but not the image of Viktor’s smile, not the memory of his breath brushing her skin. She pressed her palms against the tiles, head bowed, as the water streamed down her back. The steam filled the room, not unlike the sauna earlier, and her body betrayed her—tightening, aching for something she refused to name.

The sharp buzz of her phone cut through the sound of rushing water. Alma froze.

She stepped out, dripping, not bothering with a towel, and grabbed the device from the counter. Another message, same number.

Unknown Number: You looked distracted tonight. That makes you vulnerable.

Her breath hitched. She turned sharply, scanning the apartment. Shadows stretched across the walls, the city lights beyond the glass trembling like watchful eyes.

A knock on the door.

Every nerve in her body went rigid.

She set the phone down, grabbed a knife from the kitchen counter, and padded silently toward the entrance. Another knock—firmer this time.
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