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NEIL

 

Former Danish Military Special Forces, built like a legend, and uncompromising in every way—Neil Christensen didn’t walk into my life. The Viking-sized billionaire crashed through it like a hurricane.

 

The moment he showed up at my strip club and gave me his piercing ice-blue stare as his deep, accented voice whispered across my flesh like sin, my life fell apart.  

 

Now a gun was pointed at my head and ruthless criminals wanted something I didn’t have—something the Viking took from me. Staring at the billionaire I didn’t trust as he stood between me and a bullet, it hit me… 

 

I wasn’t afraid to die, I was terrified of weathering this man’s storm. Because when a Viking decided to unleash his fury, no one would come out unscathed.
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For my only child, my beloved son, Oliver.

You are and will always be my entire world.

I love you, Sweet Boy, and I miss you beyond measure.

 

Oliver Shane Bartel 2004-2020

 

◈ ◈ ◈

 

For all the men and women in our Armed Forces, thank you so much for your service.
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Three Months Ago

 

IT WAS HIM.

Oh my God, it was him.

One step into the lobby and his gray-blue penetrating stare zeroed in on me.

My heart skipped, my pulse jumped and I drew in a breath that did nothing to hide my shock. Everything from that night came back in an unwanted rush of fear and all I could think was he’s even bigger in a suit.

I wanted to squirm, or worse, thrust my tits out to get his eyes off mine, but this wasn’t a strip club and I didn’t wear a G-string anymore. My name was on an actual paycheck and my heels were business casual. For the first time in my life, I had a legit job behind a granite reception desk. I needed to act professional because my boss walked in right next to him and barked my name like an order.

“Ariel.”

Dragging my eyes off the man who was so damn tall and muscular he could be a Viking, I forced a smile and nodded at André Luna. An ex-Marine and the owner of the personal security firm where I answered phones, he was as badass as they came, but next to Viking, his six-foot frame and hard muscles looked small. “Morning.” I left out the good on purpose.

André shoved his phone in his pocket and rested his hand on his waist right next to his holstered 9mm. He inclined his head at Viking. “This is Neil Christensen. Neil, Ariel.”

Christensen. Shit, he was a Viking. “Nice to meet you.” I never thought I’d see him again.

Studying me like he could read my mind, Viking barely nodded but he didn’t speak.

André glanced at him and lines formed between his eyebrows before he looked back at me. “Who’s off the schedule today?”

I nervously typed a few strokes and brought up the spreadsheet that’d taken me three nights of googling Excel YouTube videos to learn how to use. I scanned the list, wondering what Viking was doing at Luna and Associates. “Tyler’s here.”

“Block him out for two days.” André turned to Viking. “Will that work?”

Measured and quiet and in a language I’d never heard, he spoke. His deep cadence filled my head like it was a memory instead of the first time hearing it. The sound, all at once intimate and familiar yet foreign, threw me back to that night two months ago.

 

My head whipped violently from the backhanded blow. Pain exploded in my cheek and blood pooled in my mouth. “Eat shit, Jimmy.”

“You little bitch, I’ll fucking teach you who’s boss.”

My lips curled up in a sneer. “How? By forcing me to suck your small-ass dick? I’d like to see you try. Just because I strip at your shitty club doesn’t mean I’m a whore.”

The yacht rocked and he lunged forward. Landing with his hands on my thighs, he gripped my flesh and dug his fingers in. “Shut your fucking mouth.” His alcohol-laced breath reeked of anger.

“Now you want me to shut up?” I taunted, moving my foot into position. “After telling me you wanted my smart mouth to keep you company tonight?”

He gripped a handful of my hair. “I said you were gonna entertain me, puta.”

“I’m not a bitch.” I kicked him in the balls.

“Pinche puta!” One hand flew to his junk but the other swung out and made a solid connection with my jaw.

I saw stars.

Jimmy gripped my neck and let out a string of cuss words. “I’m gonna kill you for that, you fucking whore.”

The sliding glass doors flew open and two armed men in wetsuits rushed into the cabin. One blond, one darker haired, they trained their guns on my boss.

The blond man spoke. “Take your hands off her.”

My boss smirked but raised his arms and turned toward them. “You can fucking have the bitch.”

Adrenaline surged. I picked up a decanter and slammed it into the back of his head.

Jimmy slumped to the floor and landed on my feet.

I fell on my ass and dropped the heavy crystal as blood oozed out of his nose. The two men didn’t even blink. They issued commands at each other, helped me up and led me starboard.

“Is he dead?” I didn’t ask who they were.

They looked at each other and the blond spoke. “Unconscious.”

The dark-haired one handed his rifle to the blond, pulled on diving fins then picked me up and lowered us over the side of the yacht so quickly, I didn’t have time to protest. The cool night sea hit me a hundred times harder than the blows from my boss and I cried out. “No!”

“I’ve got you. You’re safe now.” He tucked his massive arm under mine and brought my back to his chest. Rolling to his side, he began a strong stroke out toward open waters and I fucking freaked.

“What are you doing? Land is behind us!” I kicked at him and ocean splashed into my face as a giant swell bobbed us up then down.

His arm tightened and he took two more strokes. “The boat’s going to explode. We need to clear the blast radius.”

“We’re going to drown!” I fought to keep my head up.

“You’re safe.”

Was he fucking crazy? “Who are you?”

“Someone who wants your boss dead.” He ground the words out and swam a few more strokes. “Hundred more yards and I’ll get you out of this.”

The blond popped up next to us with two sets of scuba gear and matched our pace as if swimming with four large tanks and two rifles through four-foot swells was nothing. “Twenty seconds,” he warned.

“Copy.” The dark-haired one kicked harder and we started gliding through the water at a fast clip.

My boss had cartel ties but these men were nothing like the assholes who came into the strip club. My teeth started chattering. “You’re m-m-military,” I guessed.

Neither of them answered.

“Who are—”

A deafening boom drowned out my question as the yacht burst into flames.

Sea spray hit my face. “He’s d-d-dead.” I started to violently shake.

“You saw nothing,” the dark-haired one warned. “We’ll get you out of here and back to Miami. You’ll forget us and everything you saw tonight. Understand?”

Shock, the explosion, my torn dress stuck to my bruised, freezing body—my mind went blank. I simply nodded and the dark-haired man swam us toward a drifting cruiser.

“Easy, easy, hand her up.” The blond man pulled me on deck. “C’mon, darlin’, we’re gonna get you dried off.”

His words barely registered. Shaking, no control, desperate for an ounce of something real I could hold on to, I glanced up.

He was huge.

Shirtless, his giant frame even bigger than my dark-haired rescuer’s, a third man stood at the helm and took me in with a measured stare.

For one impossible moment, my world went perfectly still as his striking features eclipsed everything except the way he was looking at me. Dominating, consuming, his presence cut through the night and wrapped around me as surely as if it were his arms. My chest constricted and my mouth opened but no air drew in. The phantom scent of spice and musk swirled past on the ocean breeze and mocked me, because I wasn’t breathing; I was drowning.

As if he could peer into my soul and know my exact thoughts, he gave me the simplest of gestures.

He tipped his chin.

A critical breath hitched through my lungs and I knew. I would never breathe the same again.

 

“Ariel.”

I blinked and shoved the memory of the first and only time I’d ever seen Viking down deep and cleared my throat. “Sorry, what?”

“Three days.” André pointed at the computer. “Schedule Tyler for NC Construction. Tell him to gear up for nighttime security and have him bring a vehicle around front. I’ll fill him in on the rest on the drive over.”

I didn’t recognize the name. “New client?” I nervously typed in the information.

André shook his head. “We served together.” He glanced back at Viking but Viking was still staring at me. “You parked in the garage?”

“Ja,” Viking answered.

“Let’s go.” Efficient, brisk, André turned toward the front door of the lobby.

Viking didn’t follow. He held my gaze, then he did the same thing he’d done months ago on a boat in the waters off Key West—he tipped his chin.

And destroyed my equilibrium.

Stunned, I watched his huge shoulders turn and with a grace that belied his height, he followed André out. Shocked, relieved, terrified—I didn’t know what I was feeling. My stomach fluttered, hair rose on the back of my neck and spicy musk swirled into my head.

I picked up the phone and called Tyler.
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WHEN I DIDN’T ANSWER THE doorbell, the knocking started.

Damn it. I didn’t have time for this. My best friend was getting married in a few hours and I needed to get on the road. “Hold on, I’m coming!” One last swipe of mascara and I rushed to the door, almost tripping over a toy in my five-inch heels.

Expecting my neighbor’s kid, who was always coming over, I didn’t bother with the peephole. I swung the door open. “Listen, I…” My words died on my lips as I took in the wall of muscle and spicy cologne in front of me.

Viking.

His penetrating stare took me in and my heart skipped.

“What are you doing here?” Neil Christensen wasn’t a man who showed up on your doorstep without a purpose. Everything I’d learned about him over the past few months confirmed that. Tall, reserved, ex-Danish military, he wasn’t the boy next door. Not even close. Every inch of his war-hardened body was a testament to his former Special Forces training.

Without taking his gray-blue eyes off mine, it felt like his gaze took in every inch of my body. “Driving.”

It was only a single word, but it was enough. The few times I’d heard him speak, his deep cadence and slight accent made me shiver. “Where?” I stupidly asked.

He glanced down as a tiny little hand wrapped around my bare leg. “To the wedding.” The flawless drape of his custom-tailored suit stretched across his huge thigh as he gracefully dropped to a squat. His long, thick finger pointed at his expensive watch and he switched from English to Danish then quietly spoke to my son.

Conner tightened his hold on his blanket and looked up at me.

Cursing the butterflies churning in my stomach, I tried to ignore the fact that the hottest man I’d ever laid eyes on was not only on my doorstep, but kneeling. At my feet.

I sucked in a breath. “First of all, I don’t need a chauffeur. Second, he has no idea what you’re saying.”

The corner of Viking’s mouth moved fractionally. He reached out to Conner and spoke again in Danish.

Conner released my leg and leaned toward him.

In one fluid movement, Viking scooped up my son and stood. His gaze landed on me and he switched back to English. “He understands. Get your things.”

My chest constricted at the sight of Viking holding my son. He made it look so natural, I had to force myself to remember that this man was barely an acquaintance. One of the three times he’d walked through the lobby at Luna and Associates, he’d paused to pick up the framed picture of Conner and me on my desk. He’d studied it a moment then set it down and strode to the elevator without a word.

“Neil—”

“It’s time to go.”

I knew alpha. I worked with twenty-five men cut from the same cloth and I’d learned how to navigate around them, but Viking took the term to a whole new level.

My hand went to my hip. “How do you know where I live?”

“You should not drive to Key West alone with a child.” The volume and tone of his voice didn’t change but he still managed to make the words biting.

I didn’t care how hot he was, I wasn’t going to let him boss me around. “I can manage a hundred and fifty miles on my own. Besides, you don’t have a car seat.” I threw that last part out because you couldn’t pay me to take Conner’s seat out of my car. It’d taken an act of God to get that shit fastened in.

“You are not going to manage and there is already a safety seat in my truck.”

He bought Conner a car seat? My eyes narrowed. “Did André send you?” I was going to kill my boss for this. “He gave you my address, didn’t he?” He’d asked me yesterday who I was driving down with and I’d stupidly said no one.

“He did not send me. What does the boy need?” Viking rubbed his massive hand over Conner’s back and my traitorous son leaned into him.

I couldn’t even blame Conner. I’d fantasized about doing the same damn thing. More muscles than a Greek god, stoic, calm, Viking was everything my ex wasn’t. Not that it mattered, because he’d never looked at me like my ex did. He’d never smiled at me, his eyes had never strayed to my tits or ass. Hell, he didn’t even glance at my skintight mini dress and I’d spent hours getting ready, which was a fucking feat with a two-year-old. My long dark hair hung in perfect waves. I was shaved, waxed and polished to a high shine and my eyeliner was sexy cat-eye perfect. And the truth was, I did it all because I knew Viking would be at the wedding tonight. But here he was—on my doorstep—holding my kid and staring at me without an ounce of patience.

Fuck my life.

I snatched the diaper bag with a huff. “Just because I’m letting you drive, doesn’t mean you get to be a bossy shit all day.”

“Watch your language.” He took the bag from me.

Christ, this was going to be a long drive.
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MY ARM WAS ASLEEP, My neck was pinched and I was covered in sweat that wasn’t mine but I didn’t dare move. My son’s little snores drifted on the ocean breeze and I smiled as I brushed a hand over his silky curls.

A massive six-and-a-half-foot frame towered over me a second before his low, accented voice spoke. “Give me the child.”

I glanced up and sighed. “One day, you’re gonna meet a woman who doesn’t put up with your overbearing bullshit.” This had been my whole day—Viking issuing three- or four-word sentences that were commands he expected to be followed. If I’d known what I was getting myself into, I would’ve driven myself.

Ignoring my dig, his giant hands plucked my son out of my arms. Conner didn’t even stir as Viking tucked his little body against his shoulder and held his head as if he’d done this a thousand times before. “Let’s go.”

The sight of my child in his arms pushed at a place in my heart I’d spent two years building a wall around. I bit back all the shit emotions that came with the guilt of my son not having a father worth a damn and pasted on my best I-don’t-give-a-fuck smile. “Look at you, Mr. Mom. How cute.” I stood and straightened my wrinkled dress but when I looked up, Viking was staring at me.

For five long seconds, he said nothing. His gaze not wandering, his breath even, he watched me like he was studying me. When he finally spoke, his voice took on a quiet stillness I’d never heard. “It is time to leave.”

Chill bumps crawled up my neck and my stomach fluttered. I glanced at my best friend, Layna, and her new husband, Blaze. “Didn’t your mother teach you that you don’t leave a wedding before the bride and groom?”

“She taught me many things.”

Five words this time. I dared to glance back up at him but wished I hadn’t. My son looked good on him, too good. I reached for my favorite defense mechanism. “Like how to be cryptic and heavy-handed?”

His tone turned authoritative again. “I speak the truth. You are tired. The child has been asleep for an hour. We have a long drive.”

Of course he’d noticed how long Conner had been asleep. “The child has a name and I wasn’t the one who insisted on driving down and back in one night.” Key West wasn’t that far from Miami but I’d planned on staying overnight. It wasn’t until Viking announced we were driving home after the wedding because he had to work tomorrow that I got it. He hadn’t picked me up and brought me because he gave a shit about me driving alone, I was his escape plan.

He inclined his head at Layna and Blaze. “Say your good-byes.”

If the drive this afternoon had taught me nothing else, it’d taught me that Viking was unyielding. He may be stoic and reserved but every molecule of his being was controlled, even the air bent around him when he moved. He drove with determined precision. He spoke to Conner with quiet command. He’d dictated our stops, our food, the conversation when he decided to speak to me, and if the seventeen calls he took on the ride down were any indication, every aspect of his business dealings.

“Don’t tell me what to do.” I only turned and made my way over to Layna because I was dead on my feet.

My best friend frowned. “Where’s Conner?”

I couldn’t help it, I smiled. No one worried about my kid more than me but Layna was a close second. I glanced across the patio. The second my eyes landed on Viking, he tipped his chin at me. My heart jumped and a stupid sigh escaped my lips. I turned back to Layna. “Congrats, girl. Can’t say I’m not jealous.”

Layna smiled like she knew something I didn’t. “You’ll find yours.” She glanced at Viking. “Maybe sooner rather than later.”

I smirked. “That one’s out of my league.” Not that he’d given me any indication that he was interested, but I wasn’t about to take something like that on. “Besides, he just felt sorry for my tired arms.” Conner wasn’t a big kid but holding him for an hour wasn’t a walk in the park.

Blaze stepped up behind Layna and wrapped a possessive arm around her waist. “Good night, Ariel.”

“Good night, Gunnery Sergeant,” I teased.

His voice almost as deep as Viking’s, he didn’t smile. “I’m not a gunny anymore.”

I grinned because he was full of shit. He and Viking and my boss were all exactly the same. They may not be in the military anymore but the military would always be in them. “Oh, you’ll always be a sergeant. Bossy and badass is in your blood, nothing’s gonna take that away.”

With barely a nod, his penetrating gaze landed on Layna and even I blushed. As if he couldn’t wait another second to have her alone, he took her hand and led her toward the hotel.

Watching the way he only had eyes for her and the joy in her smile, jealous was an understatement but I wasn’t stupid. Happily ever after didn’t happen for girls like me.

“Time to go.”

I jumped at the sound of Viking’s voice and my hand flew to my chest. “It’s rude to sneak up on people.” How the hell did someone his size move without being heard?

“I was not sneaking. You were staring.”

I craned my neck up and took in Viking’s cut features and striking eyes. “Can you blame me? Lots of eye candy around here.”

“You want to be married,” he stated.

Since it wasn’t a question, I didn’t think it deserved an answer but I threw it back on him anyway. “Who doesn’t want a happily ever after?”

“Fairy tales are not reality.”

I glanced around the hotel’s oceanfront lanai that was strung up with twinkling lights. The sound of the soft waves, the stars bright in the night sky, the breeze perfectly gentle—I couldn’t remember a better evening. But I wasn’t delusional and this kind of life was never going to be my reality. “No kidding.” I turned toward the parking lot.

His hand landed on my shoulder.

I fought the threads of awareness that feathered across my skin and spread south.

Viking angled his body to my right and didn’t let go of my shoulder until he was in front of me. I understood his silent gesture because it was the fifth time it’d happened today. Every time we stopped on the drive down, he’d done the same thing. He’d put me on his left and walked a step ahead, his eyes always scanning.

Working for André and all the former military jarheads he hired as bodyguards, I knew the drill. Viking was protecting me. It was probably so ingrained in his personality that it wasn’t even a conscious choice, but it’d bugged the shit out of me all day. I’d kept my mouth shut to keep the peace but I was done walking behind him like a dog. “Should I pant too? Maybe roll on my back and beg for tummy rubs?”

Expression impenetrable, Viking glanced over his shoulder. “I would not presume that I compare you to a dog.” He unlocked the truck and started to lift Conner into the car seat.

“Right, whatever you say. Hold up.” I reached for my bag on Viking’s shoulder. “He needs to be changed.”

Viking stood perfectly still as I unzipped the bag and pulled out pajamas and a diaper. Before I could tell him to lay Conner on the seat, he’d already put him down.

Big chocolate-brown eyes blinked open in confusion and Conner’s little face scrunched up. He’d been so good all night, not a single tear or fussy complaint, but it was late and he hated being woken up. “Shh, sweet boy.” I smiled and nuzzled his nose but it was no use. His sad wail filled the night and tears started streaming down his cheeks.

Quickly stripping his clothes, I rained kisses down on him. “Oh, my baby boy, are you fussy for Mama now? You were such a good boy tonight. Mama’s proud of you. I’m just putting you in jammies then you can snuggle with your blanket.” I put a new diaper on him and Viking handed me the pajamas. I dressed him then scooped him up. “There you go, baby. All comfy.” I held him close and bounced him as Viking put my bag in the truck. Not gonna lie, the simple gesture of handing me the clothes and taking care of the bag threw me.

I loved Conner beyond words. I wouldn’t change one second of my past because I wouldn’t have him if I did, but being a single mom was hard work. So Viking helping me like it was natural as hell, like he didn’t mind, when I’d never had a man do that for me? Yeah, it threw me.

I cleared my throat. “If you start the truck, I’ll put him in his car seat. He’ll settle in once we’re moving.” Conner let loose with a fresh wave of tears.

Viking didn’t hesitate. He took Conner right out of my arms and started speaking quietly in Danish. My son’s tears soaking into his expensive suit jacket, he paused only long enough to spare me a glance. “Get in, Ariella.”

Momentarily stunned, I stood there. Not only was it the first time Viking had spoken my name, he’d used my real name. “How do you know my full name?” I went by Ariel. Always. No one called me Ariella.

He opened the passenger door and looked at me like I was the errant child. “You are wasting time.”

Conner quieted and looked between us.

If my son weren’t watching me, if I weren’t completely thrown, I probably could’ve come up with a biting retort. Instead, I silently got in the truck. Viking shut my door and a second later he was securing my son in his car seat the same way he did everything else, like a pro. Then he took off his suit jacket, tossed it in back and calmly rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirt before getting behind the wheel.

I couldn’t decide which was sexier, the thick ropey veins covering the defined muscles of his forearms or the fact that he was completely unfazed by a crying two-year-old who’d soaked his jacket in tears.

I shook my head, silently cursing myself for even thinking about it.

Viking spared me a glance as he pulled onto the Overseas Highway. “What is wrong?”

“You do realize you’re like superhuman, right?” I glanced back at Conner, who was already asleep. “The whole baby-whisperer, soldier-warrior thing you’ve got going on, not to mention the muscles.” I was so damn tired, my filter had run out hours ago, leaving me alone with this—this Viking.

He checked the rearview mirrors. “All the world’s a stage.”

I frowned. “Is that some kind of quote or something?” I was beginning to think half of what he said was shit he regurgitated so he didn’t have to engage in conversation.

“Shakespeare.”

I turned and stared. “You just recited Shakespeare?”

“I stated a phrase.”

He wasn’t getting off that easy. “But you know Shakespeare.”

“I’ve read him.”

“Enough to quote him.”

“It is not an uncommon phrase.”

It was to me. But it felt like something was missing. “What’s the rest of it?”

Two heartbeats passed and I wasn’t sure he was going to answer, then he started quietly speaking. “All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players; they have their exits and their entrances, and one man in his time plays many parts.”

I soaked in the sound of his deep cadence, reciting Shakespeare in English as smoothly as he’d spoken Danish to my fussy son. I could listen to him talk for hours. But I couldn’t ignore the innuendo that he was only pretending to be who he was. “You’re saying you’re only playing a part?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t buy that for a second.” I’d spent all day with him. None of it was playing a part. He was all man, all alpha, all the time.

He didn’t respond.

“You don’t have anything to say to that?”

“No.”

“Why?” I’d never attached the word intriguing to anyone, but that was exactly what Viking was—infuriatingly, impossibly intriguing.

“Why are you not with your son’s father?”

Wow. Just… wow. I glanced at the clock on the dash. “Seven hours,” I said sarcastically.

“What?”

I reached down and undid the ankle straps on my heels. “It took you seven hours to ask me a personal question. That must be a new dating record.”

“This is not a date.” He practically snapped the words at me but since his tone didn’t change, it was hard to tell how he did it.

I kicked off my shoes and tried to ignore the sting about the stupid date thing. “No shit, Sherlock. Or should I say Shakespeare?”

“Where is he?”

“Who?” I knew who he was asking about.

“Do not play games with me.”

“Says the man who won’t even say my son’s name.” If he wanted answers from me after seven fucking hours, he could work for it.

Viking sped up and passed two cars before he spoke. “I never indicated this was anything more than what it is.”

“You didn’t indicate shit. You showed up at my apartment and told me you were driving. You didn’t even ask.”

“I explained why you should not drive alone. I will not repeat myself.”

“So that’s all this was? You chalking up good karma points by chauffeuring a single mom around?”

His jawbone shifted but he didn’t say shit.

“Uh-huh.” I smirked, feeling ridiculously happy that I’d pissed him off. “Who’s irritated now?”

“I am not irritated. Answer my question, Ariella.”

Pinpricks of awareness raced up my spine at the sound of my name on his lips and I had to force sarcasm into my retort. “Why? You suddenly interested in me?”

“No.”

“Whatever.” What an ass. I wasn’t going to tell him shit. I turned to the window and closed my eyes.

His tone softened. “I want to know where the boy’s father is.”

Exhaling, I curled my legs up under me. “Siberia.” May as well be. I hadn’t seen or heard a word from him in months.

“You are lying.”

“Of course I’m lying. Who the hell goes to Siberia?”

Viking didn’t answer.

But it wasn’t his usual non-answer silence. I turned and saw his face in the passing street lights go carefully blank.

No way. “You’ve been to Siberia?”

He remained silent.

“Damn.” Impressive. “Was that by choice? Do you trek glaciers for sport or some shit like that? Wait.” I held my hand up. “You know what? Don’t answer that. I don’t think I wanna know what you do for fun.”

He turned to me and even in the dark, his colorless gaze was striking. “Siberia was not for fun. I trained there.” He held the stare just long enough for me to get the message, then he raised an eyebrow.

He was sharing and he expected reciprocation. “Fine. I don’t know where Conner’s father is.” Not technically. I didn’t know which street his slut du jour lived on. “And for the record, I don’t know where Siberia is either.” North. Somewhere. If it wasn’t in Florida, I sucked at geography.

“North of Kazakhstan and Mongolia.”

Score one for me. I had the north part right. “Well, that clears things up.” Not. “Why were you there?”

“The military sent me. Is it by choice that you do not know where he is?”

I couldn’t help it, I laughed.

Viking’s brow ticked. “Why is that funny?”

“Women don’t choose to raise a kid by themselves, not where I come from.” You worked hard and you saved harder. If you were lucky, you lived with three generations of relatives in a small concrete block square outside a flood zone where everyone shared a bathroom and a TV. I wasn’t lucky. My mom split two months ago and I was waiting to be evicted because I couldn’t afford the rent on a two-bedroom apartment.

Viking didn’t comment.

I waited a few minutes for more questions but when they didn’t come, I leaned my head back. The interior of the car smelling like spicy musk and man, the hum of the big diesel engine as it roared down the highway, the comfort of not being alone at night for the first time in forever… it was intoxicating. Exhaustion swooped in and I fell asleep.
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SOMETHING SCRATCHY TICKLED THE SIDE of my face. My limbs heavy, my body perfectly warm, I ignored it until hard muscles swept under me and I was airborne. My eyes flew open just as Viking lifted me out of the truck.

“Hey!” I struggled but his arms tightened. “Put me down.”

“No.” He pushed the passenger door shut with his shoulder and started toward my complex.

Going from blissful sleep to heart-pounding surprise in two seconds flat, I panicked. “Where’s Conner?” I tried to look over Viking’s shoulder but he was a wall of muscle.

“Already inside.” He hit the first flight of stairs.

“You left him alone?” Oh my God. “That’s not safe!” I kicked against his hold.

As if I weighed nothing, he curled his arms in and lifted. I smashed against his chest and air whooshed out of my lungs. His gaze fixed on mine and he halted midstep. “Calm down.”

“You calm down!” My heart racing, my breath coming in short bursts, I didn’t know why I was so upset but I was.

His tone took a one-eighty and a soft cadence started flowing out of his mouth. “He is asleep in his crib and the door is locked. He has only been alone for two minutes. He is safe.”

His reassurance worked. My heart continued to pound erratically because his arms were too strong and he smelled too good, but my anxiety disappeared like smoke in the wind. I grasped for something logical to say. “My keys.”

He nodded. “I have them.”

We were so close, a few inches and I could kiss him. But I couldn’t imagine Viking kissing. Or caressing, or doing anything affectionate besides holding my son. “You can put me down now.”

“You are not wearing shoes.” He redirected his unwavering stare and we were moving again.

My arms wrapped around his neck and I pretended I got carried all the time. But I didn’t. I’d never been picked up by a man, let alone carried. I wasn’t a hundred-pound supermodel. I had thighs and hips and curves all over, and Viking wasn’t even breaking a sweat. He rounded the first flight and took the second as if carrying a hundred-and-forty pounds of woman was nothing. And because I couldn’t keep my mouth shut, I said the first thing that popped out. “You’re strong.”

“You are stubborn,” he countered.

I was this close to a snappy retort of denial but I caught myself. “I’m independent.” There was a difference.

He didn’t reply. He stopped at my front door and without putting me down, somehow managed to use my key and let us in. Once we were inside, he closed the door then carefully let go of my legs.

Needing distance from him, I turned but his hand shot out and caught my wrist. Thick fingers wrapped around my skin and heat raced up my arm.

I tried to retreat. “I have to check on Conner.”

His hold tightened. “Your cell phone has a broken screen. There is no TV but there is a TV stand. Half the apartment is unfurnished and there is no milk in the refrigerator for the child.”

Out of all of the reasons why I thought he would’ve grabbed my wrist, none of them were even close to the actual words that came out of his mouth. “Are you calling me a bad mother?”

One of his nostrils flared but his voice stayed even. “You had money for the dress.”

Unbelievable hurt crushed my chest and I lashed out. “You have no right to judge me.” I yanked my arm free and made it a whole step.

He caught my shoulder and in one swift move, he pulled. My back hit his chest, his fingers dug into my upper arms and his breath landed on my ear. “I neither presume nor judge. Fact is fact. Why have you not said something to Luna? He has company phones and apartments.”

I snorted because I was embarrassed. Yeah, my boss had a bunch of extra cell phones and yes, he owned the building the office was in and it had apartments on the upper floors. There was even a parking garage and a gym and a fancy elevator that actually worked. I knew that. I knew all of it, but just because I was a twenty-one-year-old single mother didn’t mean I was a fucking charity case. “I don’t need handouts.” I spit the words out with enough force to hopefully make them true.

“Then what do you need?”

The question took me off guard, not because he asked it or even the reason why he was asking, but because of his tone. Gentle, filtered, it was almost as if he cared. But I was smarter than the eighteen-year-old version of myself. Much smarter. And I knew men didn’t care. “I need you to take your hands off me.”

His thumbs drew slow, deliberate circles across my bare shoulders and he lowered his voice. “You do not like me touching you?”

The sweet lick of desire mixed with alarm and swept through my veins. Every inch of my body stilled as I tried to process his shift. “What?”

“You heard me.”

My heart raced. “Is this some kind of alpha hot-cold bullshit to throw women off their game?”

“I do not play games.”

I thought I’d wanted to be alone with this man. I’d dreamt about it. Strong, unyielding, I thought about what it would be like to have him protecting me, shielding me… making love to me. But now that he was here, I knew I’d been a fool. Viking didn’t make love and he wouldn’t shield me from shit. Stupid fucking fantasy. “Then what are you doing?”

His palms skimmed up my arms and over my shoulders. “What are you afraid of?”

Him. His touch. What happened to my heart every time he held Conner. But I didn’t say that. I stepped out of his grasp and carefully didn’t look at him because from the second I’d first laid eyes on him, I swore he could see into my soul. “Nothing.”

“Turn around, Ariella.” His quiet command took up my whole living room.

Ignoring him would only draw attention to the wounded heart I desperately hid. I was never again going to let a man take my trust and crush it. Being left with a newborn and bills was one thing, but falling for a warrior like Viking? That was emotional suicide. So I sucked in a breath, pasted on a bored expression and turned.

Viking’s gaze swept across my face like he could read my thoughts then he did something completely out of character for him. He shook his head.

My face burned. “What?”

He tipped his chin toward Conner’s room. “Go. Check on your son.”

Refusing to let him get to me, I strode to what used to be my mother’s bedroom and went to the crib pushed into a corner. Perfectly tucked in, his little security blanket folded next to him in case he woke up, my baby was sound asleep. Awareness crawled up my spine and I glanced over my shoulder.

Viking stood in the doorway.

I left a kiss on Conner’s forehead and tiptoed back out. Viking let me pass then pulled the door shut.

I’d never been more aware of another man—the reach of his arm, the crisp fabric of his shirt, the control in his movements. He took up my entire hallway and left me no room to breathe. “Thanks for putting him down,” I murmured, forcing the words past my lips.

In a stance that belied the sheer strength of him, Viking casually leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. For the first time, he let his eyes wander. Dropping his gaze to my lips, he did a slow sweep down my neck, across my breasts and over my hips. He took in the length of my bare legs and heat flushed across my skin as if he were touching every inch of me.

“Are you frightened of me?” His deep, quiet voice didn’t bend the silence, it owned it.

Hating how he made me feel both insignificant and like the only woman alive, I tried to swallow past the sudden dryness in my mouth. “No.”

His chest rose with a steady inhale then he pushed off the wall and took a step toward me. “When I ask a question, I want the truth.”

My heart raced and every fantasy I’d ever had of him flew through my mind unchecked. Except none of them left me as terrified and breathless as he was making me now. “Yes,” I whispered. “You scare me.”

“Turn around.”

This was bad. Really bad. I couldn’t handle a man like him. I didn’t want to handle a man like Viking. I was Conner’s mother. Nothing else. I needed to be nothing else. But every cell in my body was aching to do exactly as he commanded.

“Now.”

I spun on shaking legs.

Spicy musk filled my nostrils and his warm breath touched my cheek. “I will not hurt you.”

“I wouldn’t let you if you tried.” Any sort of bravado I might’ve had was completely wiped out by the ridiculously high pitch to my voice.

“Did you trust me with your child today?”

“Yes.” I wouldn’t lie about that.

“Then trust me now.” His finger traced a line from just below my ear to my collarbone. “Drop your head.”

I trembled but the command blanketed my racing heart and my chin fell to my chest.

Calloused fingers wrapped around my nape and my zipper slid down my back.

Cold air hit my spine with a shock of reality and I sucked in a panicked breath. “Neil, we need to talk about—”

“Do you want to be with your son’s father?” Firm, warm, electrifying, his hand brushed down the middle of my back.

Just like his voice, his touch was commanding and I answered his question without thinking. “He’s gone.” But he’d be back. The next time he needed money or a place to crash or something else he thought he could use me for.

Viking’s fingers pressed into the sore muscles of my lower back as if he knew holding Conner and wearing five-inch heels had taken a toll. I shuddered at the bite of pain followed by the release of tightness.

He slipped his hands further inside my dress and curled his fingers around my hips. “Are you with anyone?”

God, it felt good having him touch me. “I don’t do relationships.” Or one-night stands, I reminded myself.

“The boy’s father?”

Apparently eight hours with him had worn me down, because I didn’t even flinch at his abrupt manner of questioning anymore. “He was the last,” I admitted.

His thumbs rubbed hard, slow circles. “Why?”

An ache pooled between my legs and I didn’t even try to fight the moan. “Because… reasons.”

His hands went perfectly still. “Which are?”

I didn’t want to think about my promise to myself. Not now. “It doesn’t matter.”

His lips nearly ghosted across the back of my neck. “Tell me.”

His breath on my skin, the low timbre of his voice, it made my head swim and suddenly I needed to catch my breath. The spice of his cologne mingled with the musk that was all him and I wanted to breathe it in forever, but this was Viking. No question or action would make him anything different than cold and unattainable. “I don’t rehash the past.”

“Your pulse is racing,” he accused.

What the hell did he think would happen when he decided to play massage therapist? “Your hands are on me.”

“What did he do to you?”

Besides give me a baby and a complex? Nothing. Shame set in and two years of celibacy crawled up my conscience and bit me in the ass. “Was this your plan? Get me half-undressed and interrogate me? Let go.” I tried to step away.

His grip tightened like shackles. “Tell me what happened and I will.”

After years of stripping and having to protect myself, it was instinctual—I brought my leg up, fully intending to slam my heel down anywhere I could connect.

Quicker than I could blink, I was spun around and on my tiptoes as his giant hand caught my jaw. Fierce gray eyes penetrated my rebellious stare and destroyed my defiance. “I said I would not hurt you but if you kick me, I make no promises.”

“Is that what gets you off?” My words were biting but my voice shook. “Inflicting pain on women?”

His grip loosened and my feet went flat on the worn carpet. “You are tired and you are defensive.” He reached around me and pushed my bedroom door wide open. “Go to bed.” He released me and stepped back.

My dress hanging open, my pride in the fucking toilet, I fought back stupid tears and lifted my chin in defiance. “You’re an asshole.”

His jaw ticked as his chest rose with an inhale. “Good night, Ariella.”

Viking turned and walked out.
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FOR THE FIRST TIME IN as long as I could remember, I wasn’t woken by Conner. My cell quietly chirped and I pried my eyes open. Pitch dark, I glanced at the alarm clock. It wasn’t even six a.m. yet. The phone buzzed again and I reached for it.

Unable to see who it was because of the shattered screen, I grabbed it off the nightstand and answered anyway. “Whoever this is, it’s too early.”

“Come to the front door.” Viking’s deep voice sank to my stomach in a flurry of unwanted anticipation.

In thong underwear and nothing else, I sat up. “I’m not dressed.” Taken off guard by not only his early morning call but his request after not hearing a single word from him in over a week, it was the best response I could come up with.

“Now,” he ordered.

“No.” Asshole. I hung up and lay back down, pulling the covers over my head. I was turning on my side and telling myself I wasn’t curious as shit when his quiet voice filled the room a second before my bed dipped.

“Where is your phone?” Viking turned my lamp on low.

I pulled the covers off my head and blinked against the light, acutely aware of the fact that I was almost naked. “What the fuck?” I whisper-hissed. “You broke in?” In a T-shirt and jeans, smelling like he’d just showered, not only did he look a thousand times hotter than I remembered, but he looked too damn awake for this hour of the morning.

“Give me your phone,” he demanded.

“Nah-uh.” I scooted back until I hit the headboard and wished like hell I’d taken his call more seriously. I could’ve at least run my fingers through my hair or brushed my teeth before answering the door. “You don’t get to break in to my apartment and get away with it.” His T-shirt stretched across his shoulders then went loose at his waist. His jeans strained around his huge thigh muscles and I swore he was even more ripped than last week.

“I did not come here intent on getting away with anything.”

Right. “The way you look, I bet you get away with a whole lot.”

Expression like stone, he held his hand out. “Phone.”

In a remarkable show of restraint, I didn’t roll my eyes. I didn’t even blink. I gave him his blank stare right back.

“I am not here so you can waste my time.”

Not that I was counting, but that was twice he’d accused me of wasting his precious time. “Pretty sure I didn’t invite you, so we’re even.”

“Test me,” he warned. “I will find the phone.” His gaze strayed to my covers.

I sighed and my hand rooted around under the comforter until it closed over my broken phone. I tossed it at him then pulled the covers back up to my chin. “How did you know my number?” And why the hell was he showing up now?

“Luna,” he admitted, catching the phone one-handed and turning it over. Quick and precise, he popped the back off, took out the SIM card and put it in a new phone he already had on his lap. Then he swiped his thumbs over the display and messed with it for a few seconds before holding it out to me.

Careful not give him a free boob shot, I took the brand-spanking-new phone that was the same kind as the one I’d had but about a thousand versions newer. “So it took you a week to decide to get me a phone?”

“I was out of town. My number is programmed. Text me later today with what size television you want.” He stood. “Groceries are on the counter.”

Shame washed over me and period cramps decided to take that exact second to unleash on me. I bit back a groan and clutched my stomach. “I can’t afford this.”

“I am not asking you to pay for it. What is wrong with your stomach?”

Fucking hell. “Nothing, cramps.” I looked up at unyielding gray eyes. “I’m not your charity case.”

“I am not letting the child go hungry,” he countered.

It should’ve made me angry. I should’ve given him an earful or defended myself. I could’ve told him I’d bought groceries, or better yet, told him where to shove it. I wasn’t a bad mother and my son had never gone hungry. Conner didn’t have what other kids had, but he’d never, ever missed a meal. But instead of being pissed or even embarrassed, stupid fucking tears welled in my eyes because just like last week, I didn’t have any goddamn milk in my fridge.

I turned away from Viking. “He isn’t going hungry.”

“I will let myself out.”

“You do that,” I managed.

Right then, Conner woke up. His soft, raspy cry filtered into my room and I swung my legs out of bed, pulling the comforter with me as I stood.

“I will get him. Get dressed.”

I looked over my shoulder but Viking was already walking out. A second later, Conner’s cry stopped and I heard the low rumble of Viking’s voice.

I grabbed some clothes, made it to the bathroom, and shut the door. Before I could set the new phone on the counter, the date on the display mocked me. Fourteen days. Fourteen days until I needed to come up with an extra seven hundred dollars in rent. I sank to the floor and Conner’s giggle sounded through the closed door.

Pushing to my feet, I hastily showered and rushed through a quick blow dry of my hair. Fifteen minutes later, I walked into the living room to the smell of coffee and cooking meat.

“Mama!” Conner’s wide smile greeted me from his booster seat at my scarred kitchen table. Bacon on his tray and some leftover bits of scrambled egg on his face, his toothy grin made my heart melt. “Bacon, Mama!”

“Hey, baby.” I kissed the top of his head and hated the fact that I hadn’t been able to afford to buy my son breakfast meat in two months. “Let me get you a napkin.” I turned to grab a paper towel and froze. There were bags of groceries on my counter. Like, bags. “You bought all this?” I scanned what must have been hundreds of dollars of food in shock.

Viking handed me two Advil and a cup of coffee, then silently went back to flipping the bacon he had cooking.

I stared at the two pills and the mug. No one had gotten me Advil since I was a kid. “Cream,” I stupidly stated.

He nodded in confirmation. “You put cream in it at work.”

He was right. I did. A lot of cream. Because it was free. But I didn’t think Viking had noticed that. I usually had a cup of coffee on my desk at Luna and Associates because it was another thing I’d stopped buying. You never truly appreciate something as simple as coffee until you can no longer afford to buy it. But the fact that he’d noticed how I took my coffee the few times he was at André’s office? I didn’t know what to do with that. I was suddenly more uncomfortable than when he’d quoted Shakespeare.

I set the mug down and swallowed the pills dry. “What are you doing?” He shouldn’t be here. He should be in his fancy truck with a fancy girl who didn’t get cramps, going to a fancy breakfast, or the gym, or whatever it is rich people did with their time and money in the mornings.

Viking didn’t answer me.

He forked bacon onto a paper towel and pushed eggs around in another pan. His muscles flexing, he reached for a plate in the cupboard and heaped food onto it. He took a fork out of a drawer like he knew my kitchen and cooked in it all the time, then he held the plate out to me, complete with a utensil. “Eat.”

My hands went to my hips. “I asked you a question.”

He inclined his head at the table. “Sit.”

“I’m not a dog.”

Conner’s head bounced between us as he chewed his bacon.

“Another mention of a comparison to a canine.” He moved around me and his body heat snaked up my back and sent a chill of awareness across my flesh. “Sit and eat.” He set the food down and pulled a chair out.

I didn’t move.

He glanced down at Conner and switched to Danish. The rapid words, almost harsh sounding, were accompanied by a slight upturn of his lips and Conner burst into giggles.
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