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Mayhem has always been a family business.

When I say family, I don’t mean blood. Blood is cheap, blood spills, blood gets replaced. What I mean is continuity.

Twelve original members. Twelve names that don’t get erased just because someone dies. My father was one of them, and one day, if I don’t screw it up, I’ll be another name that doesn’t disappear.

That’s how Mayhem survives.

I’ve known Rio since I was a kid. Back when my dad used to drag me down into the basement—the gun range, the boxing ring, the karate room with the cracked mirrors and old mats that never quite lost the smell of sweat and iron.

We weren’t friends.

Rio was a pretentious little brat with too much self-esteem and not enough humility. The kind of kid who didn’t need to say he was better than you, he just assumed it, and somehow made you believe it too.

But when he chose me as his right hand, I understood something. It wasn’t that he looked down on the rest of us; it was that you can’t afford to be too friendly if you want people to respect you as a leader.

Rio is good, painfully good. He’s built for this life in a way most people aren’t. Strategy, control, timing, he has it in his bones. But Christ, the man has terrible taste in love.

People who steal from him. People who cheat on him. People who mistake access for entitlement. The best choice he ever made was Jaden. And even then, it was doomed.

Jaden was too soft. Too emotional. You can’t date a criminal and puke at the smell of blood. Rio used to take hour-long showers to smell perfect before meeting him. He kept Jaden away from operations after the first time he showed up and made a mess in the hallway.

Jaden didn’t interfere with work. But he didn’t belong either. And with that kind of dynamic, Rio grew tired, bored, distant. He didn’t let go, not out of affection, but because he hated the hassle.

Then he unfortunately met Mhakie. I would’ve preferred dealing with all the previous disasters combined.

This isn’t me badmouthing my boss.

Okay—maybe it is.

Everyone does it at some point in their life, and I’ve earned the right. The man is a total nutcase.

Mhakie was the first outsider ever allowed into one of Mayhem’s top management positions. That alone made him a problem. So I did my job.

I followed him.

Tracked him.

Watched him.

Because when my boss stops thinking with his head and starts thinking with what’s in his pants, it’s my responsibility to make sure Mayhem doesn’t get played from the inside.

I have nothing against weakness. Men have moments. And—no homo—the guy has a weird magnetic pull. He walks into a room and things tilt.

But my job isn’t to admire gravity. It’s to measure impact. While Rio was busy dry-humping his way into a questionable life decision, I was busy keeping Mayhem intact.

And here’s the thing I hate admitting: Mhakie is good. Too good.

From the moment I started tracking him, I realized he only lets you get as close as he wants you to. It’s like the man has eyes everywhere. He disappears like smoke and comes back with results, deals we didn’t even know we needed.

What did I like?

He was doing my job for me.

What didn’t I like?

I became the cleanup guy.

Because Mhakie is messy.

For someone with no documented criminal background before us, it felt less like he was learning and more like he’d been waiting his whole life to unlock something ugly. Something eager.

I tried to get rid of him—more than once.

I put him on the spot when he accessed things he wasn’t supposed to. His response?

“You didn’t tell me I wasn’t allowed to access it. You just didn’t tell me it existed. So how is curiosity betrayal if I was told I had access to everything?”

Then he smiled.

“Whether I use a key or smash the door open shouldn’t matter. If I have access, the method is irrelevant. I’m not chasing you down for a key you forgot to give me.”

I hated him instantly.

Another time, he just looked at me and said,

“I’m hanging out with Rio tonight. No need to follow me.”

That’s why I don’t like him.

Rio says it’s jealousy. It’s not. I don’t care that he’s effective. I don’t care that he’s smart. I don’t care about his god complex. I care that he gets on my nerves. And that he keeps getting in the way of my raise.

I was genuinely happy the night they fought.

Mhakie disappeared for weeks—again—and showed up as if nothing happened. No explanations. Just sex. I heard it all. The room wasn’t soundproof.

“I’m not your little bitch you can just come back and mount whenever you please without explanation,” Rio snapped.

“Then why are you acting like one?”

Something broke. Something cracked.

“We’re done. Don’t come back.”

My evil laugh was almost perfect. 

Then I heard moaning. That was the moment I realized something important: It doesn’t matter how much I want him gone, Mhakie is like a cockroach. Indestructible.

So I adjusted. If he wasn’t leaving, then staying on his good side became a matter of survival.

The truth is, Mhakie digs Mayhem like gold. He knows things we let him know. Things we didn’t tell him. Things he should never have known. And he does it so openly, you can’t pin betrayal on him. Sometimes he even makes us the center of the mess, so clean you can’t see the seams.

He’s a master manipulator. He uses your words against you. Knows your secrets before you realize you told him. Wraps it all in humor and that Grim Reaper stare.

Rio isn’t blind. He let Mhakie loose because he knows how to own people. How to make illegal things look seamless and clean. He knows who to trust and who to avoid. He knows everyone in Mayhem by name—even the ones he’s never met.

Mhakie is fatal when he wants to be. And he never hesitates. He may be crazy, but the way he can go unhinged and stay calm at the same time is terrifying.

Since Rio took a bullet because of Mhakie’s unpredictability last year, something shifted. I don’t know what. I just know it did.

Mhakie changed. Not softer, not weaker, quieter.

Still full of secrets, and Mayhem knows it. We just don’t lose our heads over it, because Mayhem doesn’t survive by panicking, and because some truths reveal themselves whether you’re ready or not.
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PART 1
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SHADOWS AND LEGACY
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They think control is cruelty.

It isn’t.

Control is what keeps the world from taking more than it’s owed.

It’s knowing when to close your hand and when to tighten it.

I don’t raise my voice.

I don’t waste movement.

I don’t need chaos to prove I’m dangerous.

I built order from blood and called it stability.

I made rules so others wouldn’t have to guess how to survive me.

They call that fear.

I call it clarity.

Love didn’t change me.

It gave me something precise to protect.

I don’t promise safety.

I promise control.

And nothing I claim is ever taken from me.

—Rio
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Chapter 1: Gravity Has Its Name
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There were many things Mhakie Xander excelled at: thinking faster than most computers, smiling while plotting someone’s downfall, and pretending he didn’t care when he cared too much.

But impulsiveness?

No. That was never his thing.

Which made it even more humiliating that the first significant decision that led him to this moment wasn’t strategic brilliance or psychological manipulation; it was stupidity.

The moment he said “Rio? Rio Dexter?” he hadn’t been thinking. He hadn’t run a mental algorithm. He hadn’t analyzed tone, posture, or outcomes. The data just linked, Rio—possessive, mafia vibe, obviously loaded. It had to be the same Rio he had profiled a while ago.

He simply reacted. It was animal instinct disguised as curiosity—danger wearing attraction’s perfume.

Then Rio answered, and something inside him, something he had spent years starving, stretched like it had been asleep too long.

If anyone ever asked him why he got himself tangled with Rio, he would lie. He would say it was for Osiris. For intel. For access. For the challenge. For leverage.

The goal had been simple: get close to Rio, create access points, bleed Mayhem Legion of its secrets, sell the information for an obscene amount of money, and disappear while the organization hemorrhaged behind him. Clean. Efficient. Profitable.

What he hadn’t accounted for was finding Rio... interesting.

Maybe it was the way they met—unplanned, unscripted. Perhaps it was Rio’s refusal to tame his chaos, the way he accepted it and reacted in ways that defied prediction. Or maybe it was because, for the first time, Mhakie had used his sexuality not as entertainment or leverage, but as an entry point.

Somewhere between strategy and curiosity, the trap closed. And for once, Mhakie hadn’t been the one who built it.

To understand how he ended up here, obsessing over a man who wasn’t supposed to matter, you had to start at the beginning. Not the polished version—the real version. The one he rarely let himself think about.

He was born into a life with too much money and too little affection. A house big enough to echo, decorated with art his parents cared about more than him. Staff who bowed more than they spoke. Parents who valued achievements the way ancient kings valued gold.

When they realized he had superior intelligence, they didn’t celebrate; it was more like discovering a rare mineral they immediately wanted to mine.

Praise felt good at first. He didn’t realize it was bait. Then came the schedule, the tests, the training, the academic gauntlet disguised as “cultivating potential.”

Twelve hours of study, without exception. Four hours of approved activities. Sleep only when it didn't interfere with productivity. He wasn’t being raised—he was being forged.

New expectations followed every trophy. Every celebration was followed by, “Now learn something harder.” Every success was another chain disguised as privilege.

His migraines started around the age of eight. The panic attacks around ten. He had nightmares where he forgot things, and they terrified him more than monsters. When other kids built forts out of cushions, he built contingency plans.

His parents believed in “self-examination,” quoting philosophers they barely understood. But what they really meant was: become perfect so we can feel perfect.

When they volunteered to “treat” his anxiety themselves, that was the moment he learned emotional abuse could wear a smile.

He had to tell his deepest fears to the people who caused them.  The irony made him want to vomit.

He learned early that showing emotions only inspired people to manipulate them. So he stopped. Not gradually. Not slowly. He froze them. Packed them tight and shoved them in the back of his mind where no one could reach. It made life easier. It made everything easier.

Then came university. 

Thirteen years old, surrounded by adults acting like children, drinking away exams, hooking up like rabbits, laughing too loudly at dorm parties he wasn’t allowed to attend.

Everyone else was exploring freedom. He was exploring textbooks.

Everyone else was making memories. He was memorizing chemical structures.

He was too young to date, too intelligent to relate, and too lonely to admit it.

He took every class that crossed his path—psychology, philosophy, ethics, neuroscience, programming, even culinary arts at one point, because why not? If his parents were going to make him learn, he might as well learn things they didn’t intend. But knowledge didn’t fix emotional isolation.

At seventeen, he tried integrating into “normal” college life. It was laughable.

Women expected progression: conversations, coffee, attention, and emotional investment. He had the attention span of a weapon, not a boyfriend. And when they eventually discovered he was a minor with an ungodly IQ and perfect recall, they evaporated.

He didn’t blame them. He would have avoided himself, too.

So he turned to men, not out of confusion, but out of convenience. They were simpler, more direct, less sentimental.

A guy courted him, made him feel wanted, and finally gave him an outlet he had no name for.

His first time wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t meaningful. It wasn’t romantic. It was educational. One experience to understand the mechanics so he could control them later. And he did.

Once he tasted control, he never went back. He became whatever the moment required: top, dominant, detached, unpredictable.

Sex wasn’t intimacy for him; it was data. A pattern. Another interaction he could master the way he mastered languages.

Then the man found out his real age and avoided him as if he carried a biblical plague.

That was the moment the last emotional string inside him snapped. He didn’t fall apart; he locked himself up. Sealed everything. Buried the key and tossed the vault into the ocean of his mind.

After that, he became unstoppable.

_____

Osiris didn’t happen by accident. It was born from boredom, brilliance, and pettiness.

At eighteen, he met two geniuses who didn’t flinch around him: Kale, the hacker who could rewrite the government’s backbone, and Mace, the robotics prodigy who built machines more reliable than humans. Together, they built the monster.

Osiris wasn’t an organization. It was an infestation—a network with no face, no fingerprints, no mercy.

Secrets became currency. Information became religion. People became predictable.

The more he infiltrated, the more alive he felt. The more lies he collected, the less he thought about his own truth.

And when his parents died? Freedom tasted so sweet it should’ve been illegal.

Osiris went global. Clients multiplied. Money poured in. Syndicates depended on them. Politicians owed them. Rivals feared them. He became a ghost people paid fortunes to speak to.

And he would’ve stayed that way. If not for the one name no one could touch: Mayhem Legion.

More specifically, Rio  Dexter—a fortress in human form. A man wrapped in rumors and unbreakable systems. A challenge with a pulse. The kind of opponent you chase, not because you need to, but because your soul itches without one.

And now? Now, Mhakie Xander was attached, emotionally, mentally, physically, obsessively attached, to the one man who should have been his enemy.

And worse? He liked it.

Before Rio ever looked him in the eye, Mhakie had already studied him.

Not obsessively. Not romantically. Scientifically.

Osiris didn’t deal with people; they dealt with patterns. And Rio Dexter was a pattern wrapped in a human shape. Every rumor led to the same conclusion: Rio didn’t behave like a crime lord. He acted like a surgeon. Precise. Detached. Efficient. Cut only what was necessary, no more, no less. He didn’t brag, didn’t show off, didn’t crave validation. He didn’t want the spotlight; he wanted control. It intrigued him because monsters who knew they were monsters were easy to predict; it was the ones who believed they were “reasonable men” that terrified Mhakie. And Rio wasn’t reasonable. He was logical, cold, and collected. Emotionally disciplined. Aggressively private.

A man who built his empire the way other men built Legos, quietly, piece by piece, until it towered over everyone. Everything about him screamed: “Come closer if you want to die or fall in love. Possibly both.”

It was irresistible. He watched Rio from afar first. Digital footprints. Financial trails. Body language in blurry camera captures. People’s reactions around him, fear sharpened around the edges, but not the sloppy kind—controlled fear. Fear people respected.

Most men compensated for their lack of power with noise. Rio didn’t make noise. He made outcomes. He walked into a room, and the atmosphere shifted. Even grainy footage showed the weight he carried — the kind of weight only men who had seen too much too young possessed.

And Mhakie, for the first time in a very long time, felt something other than boredom. Interest. Focus. A spark under his ribs. Danger. 

The first time he saw Rio in person, it nearly pissed him off because no one that calm had the right to be that good-looking. Sharp jawline carved into permanence. Dark, steady eyes that read people without blinking. A body built from discipline, fights, and unresolved childhood trauma. A presence that made others straighten without realizing it.

Everything about Rio was intentional, but nothing about him was performative. Mhakie hated how much he liked that. He hated how Rio’s silence pulled him in more than any had. He hated how Rio’s eyes held entire conversations without speaking. And he hated most that the world responded to Rio the same way he did. That annoyed him. He didn’t like sharing interests, especially breathing ones. He told himself it was professional. Analyze the man. Learn his movements. Study his patterns.

Then Rio talked. And Mhakie’s brain glitched. Not dramatically. Not in some starry-eyed, romantic moment. More like: “Oh no. No, no, no. Don’t like his voice. Don’t like the effect it has on me. I need distance. I need a firewall. I need therapy or violence.”

Maybe both.

Rio spoke like a man who didn’t waste breath. Every word clipped, measured, deliberate. Not intimidating, but unavoidable. Mhakie hated inevitable things. And he kept looking. He tried analyzing the symptoms.

Increased heart rate? Yes. Annoying.

Loss of appetite around him? Yes. Embarrassing.

Compulsion to challenge everything Rio did? Definitely. A problem.

Jealousy? That was the real red flag. Because Mhakie never got jealous. Ever.

People came and went. Replaced. Forgotten. Upgraded. He never cared if someone chose him because he never chose them back. Jealousy belonged to people who believed they could lose something.

But with Rio?

It happened the first time another person spoke too softly near him. Mhakie didn’t rage. Didn’t pout. Didn’t threaten. He simply stared until the person backed away like he was radiating violence.

Which he probably was.

Rio didn’t notice, which made it worse. Osiris noticed, though. Of course they did.

The hacker was the first to call it out: “Why do you keep watching this guy’s footage like it’s a documentary you’re taking notes on?”

The engineer added, “You’re doing that face again.”

“What face?” Mhakie asked.

“The interested one,” they said in unison. “Disgusting.”

He didn’t deny it; denying would show emotional investment. He lied instead.

“It’s strategic analysis.”

“It looks like foreplay,” they said.

He cut their communication line. Problem solved. Except it wasn’t. Because the following warning sign came later, the night Rio got injured. Just a scratch. Nothing dramatic. But the moment Mhakie saw blood on Rio’s skin, his mind didn’t assess the medical severity. It gauged who dared to cause it, how fast he could find them, and which part of their body would break first. It was not professional. It was not rational. It was not normal.

Fear wasn’t something he felt often. He didn’t fear losing assets, opportunities, or alliances. But the thought of losing Rio triggered something primal. Something ugly. Something possessive. Something permanent.

He hated it. He hated the feeling. He hated the implication. He hated the vulnerability. But he couldn’t deny it.

This wasn’t curiosity anymore. Wasn’t interest. Wasn’t fascination. Wasn’t lust. It was love.

Unwanted. Uninvited. Uncontrolled.

Love that dug in like a parasite with expensive taste. Love that made him ruin-proof and ruin-prone at the same time. Love, he couldn’t reverse, even if he stabbed himself emotionally and rebooted his brain.

And Osiris...They didn’t allow attachment. Which meant he had a problem. A Rio-shaped, jealousy-triggering, obsession-inducing problem. And he adored the problem.

This was the moment things changed.

Before, Mayhem Legion was a challenge. After Rio became the center of his world? Mayhem Legion became untouchable territory.

Osiris asked for intel. He said no. They insisted. He shut down the entire request pipeline. They pushed harder. He threatened to erase one of their offshore accounts. They reminded him who founded Osiris. He reminded them who really ran it. Then he issued a new protocol: Mayhem Legion is under protection. If anyone touches them, he would consider it a personal attack.

Silence. Then acceptance.

Because Osiris knew the truth long before Rio ever would: Mhakie Xander had fallen. Hard. Dangerously. Irreversibly. And he would burn everything he built to protect the man who didn’t even know he held his heart in a chokehold.

That was the beginning. Not the love. Not the obsession. Not the devotion. The understanding that he was no longer free.

Rio owned him, unknowingly, unintentionally, ridiculously,  and Mhakie didn’t want it any other way.

_____

The first time Rio made him feel something he didn’t have a name for, it wasn’t romantic. It wasn’t lust either. It was irritation. Deep, chest-tightening, nerve-pinching irritation.

Rio had this annoying habit of looking at him like he could read him, and the problem was—he wasn’t totally wrong. Rio saw things—more things than he had any right to.

Everyone else saw Mhakie: the sharp tongue, the dangerous smile, the intelligence wrapped in mischief, the beautiful chaos. But Rio didn’t look at him like a pretty puzzle. Rio looked at him like a threat worth understanding. He hated it. Because suddenly his tricks weren’t working. His charm wasn’t landing the way it usually did. His masks felt thin. He was used to bending people. Not being read by them.

But Rio?

Rio had that quiet, steady type of intelligence, the kind that wasn’t flashy, but deadly once activated. The kind that saw lies forming before they reached your lips. The kind that made confrontation unnecessary because he already had the conclusion.

And for someone like Mhakie, someone who was built out of layers, secrets, and carefully cultivated detachment—that was catastrophic. He realized Rio was dangerous long before he realized he loved him.

It started with the way Rio didn’t respond to his provocations. Most people flinched. Most people snapped. Most people shattered.

Rio... listened. Measured. Tilted his head like he was observing a wild animal deciding between biting and purring. It made Mhakie feel exposed, not like prey. Like someone finally saw the inner gears he hid from the world.

And then there were the moments—the stupid, tiny moments that got under his skin. Like the time Rio corrected his posture without touching him. No words. No instruction. Just a silent look that said, “You’re carrying tension here.” 

Or the time Rio brought him a drink without asking what he liked. And it was perfect. Exactly right. Exact sweetness. Exact bitterness. Exact temperature. Mhakie stared at the glass for ten seconds too long. That was the moment he felt the first real crack.

Or the time Rio grabbed his wrist—not roughly, not angrily, just firmly enough to stop him from walking into a situation that would’ve ended in gunfire, and Mhakie felt his heartbeat fall out of rhythm.

He didn’t want that reaction. Didn’t invite it. Didn’t expect it. He was annoyed by how much it rattled him. Rio was not supposed to have access to his nervous system. He hid everything well. He was good at that.

Pretending was one of his earliest talents, pretending he didn’t care, pretending things didn’t hurt, pretending emotions weren’t clawing at the edges of his self-constructed void. But Rio disrupted the system. So he overcompensated.

More jokes. More sarcasm. More taunting. More flirting that wasn’t flirting but definitely was.

Chaos was a brilliant distraction. When he made trouble, people assumed he was being himself. They didn’t question what truth he was hiding underneath the mess. 

But Rio questioned it. Subtly. Quietly. In ways that made him want to bite a wall.

“You’re avoiding something,” Rio had said once.

Avoiding what? Emotions? Honesty? The urge to throttle him and kiss him in the exact second?

All of the above.

Rio didn’t push further. He just looked at him with that maddening mixture of judgment and concern.

Concern.

If there was one thing Mhakie couldn’t stand, it was people caring about him without permission. Caring implies value. Value implied risk. Risk implied vulnerability.

He didn’t do vulnerability. He didn’t have a framework for it. No childhood model. No parental example. No healthy reference point. All he had was this man, this frustrating, steady, stubborn man, who made him feel things that didn’t fit into any psychological theory he’d ever studied.

His fear wasn’t of loving Rio. His fear was Rio finding out first. Rio discovering he had that kind of power would be catastrophic. Not because Rio would abuse it, but because Rio would never shut up about it.

The man was already smug by default. Imagine giving him evidence. He’d weaponize it daily.

“You fell first. You broke first. You wanted me first. I didn’t even try.”

And the worst part? He’d be right.

The idea made Mhakie nauseous.

No. Rio could never know. He would rather die. Or kill someone. Or fake his own death and change continents.

Even Osiris' knowledge was already a violation. Rio knowing? Unacceptable.

But love—real love—never asked permission. It settled in, claimed territory, built a fortress, and dared anyone to challenge its sovereignty.

He tried fighting it. He lost. Repeatedly.

He tried rationalizing it. Failed.

He tried distracting himself. Impossible.

Rio became the axis around which his mind rotated. Not romantically—he wasn’t a fourteen-year-old reading poetry. Not sentimentally—he didn’t do soft emotions. Not poetically—he hated metaphors unless he was weaponizing them.

It was biological. Primal. Instinctual. A gravitational pull he couldn’t override, even with his intellect.

Rio Dexter was the fixed point in his mental map. Not his weakness. His priority. There was a difference. Weakness implied vulnerability. Priority implied purpose. 

Rio was purpose. Not survival. Not a mission. Purpose. And for a man like Mhakie, purpose was more dangerous than any weapon he ever held, because purpose made him predictable. And predictability made him dangerous in the wrong direction.

He made a vow before he even realized he made one. It wasn’t spoken. It wasn’t planned. It wasn’t conscious. It was a decision carved into his spine the night Rio bled, and Mhakie tasted fear: No one touches him. No one harms him. No one threatens him. No one takes him.

Not Osiris. Not rivals. Not allies. Not fate. Not God. No one.

Mayhem Legion became sacred ground. Rio became untouchable property of his obsession. And Mhakie became the invisible guardian whose wrath came without warning.

Osiris understood. The underworld didn’t yet. Rio still didn’t see it. But Mhakie knew with terrifying clarity: He wasn’t leaving this man. He wasn’t losing this man. He wasn’t letting time, logic, or fear get between them. Not now. Not ever.

Rio had accidentally awakened something in him—something more dangerous than love, more stubborn than loyalty, more volatile than obsession.

Purpose.

And once Mhakie Xander had purpose? The world should run.

There were many points along the way that should’ve warned him that things were getting out of hand, like the sexual power struggle.

In the beginning, he and Rio fought like two wolves deciding who got to lead the pack. Every touch was a challenge. Every kiss was a battle. Every night ended in arguments over who was on top, like they were signing treaties.

Rio, with his quiet dominance and stubborn pride, assumed he would always take control. Mhakie, with his intelligence and unpredictability, knew he could take control anytime he wanted.

They clashed. Hard. Repeatedly.

There were nights when the furniture, the walls, and the floor definitely suffered. But neither of them would admit defeat.

It was exhausting. Thrilling. Irritating. Addicting.

But somewhere along the way—somewhere between the arguments, the tension, the bruises, the possessiveness—something shifted.

Not in Rio, in him. He didn’t lose dominance. He didn’t submit. He simply... stopped caring about the label. Top, bottom, sideways, diagonally misaligned with physics, it didn’t matter.

If Rio pushed him down? Fine.

If Rio pulled him up? Good.

If Rio wanted him folded, twisted, turned around, rearranged by gravitational laws? Beautiful.

He didn’t give a damn if he was north, south, east, west—on the right, the left, the back of the couch, or against the damn sliding door.

The only thing that mattered was that he was in Rio’s orbit. Because Rio’s orbit wasn’t possession, it was home. And that realization should’ve scared him, but instead, it felt like dying and living at the same time.

And with that came the other truth. The violent one. The one he would never say out loud because Rio would never let him forget it. The truth that lived in his bones: If Rio wanted the world, he would hand it to him. Carefully. Completely. Without asking for anything in return.

Not as a gesture of submission, as devotion. Not the weak kind of devotion the world romanticized. The dangerous kind. The kind that made him capable of things even Osiris feared. Because Rio wasn’t just someone he loved, Rio was someone he would reshape reality for.

If Rio wanted peace? He’d silence every threat.

If Rio wanted war? He’d start the fire.

If Rio wanted an empire? He’d design the blueprint.

If Rio wanted nothing? He’d give him everything.

He didn’t need glory. He didn’t need credit. He didn’t need recognition. He just needed Rio to stay. To keep him close. To keep looking at him. To keep giving him that subtle, grounding presence that made his storms quiet down long enough for him to think.

Love was too small a word for what he felt. This was commitment carved into bone. This was obsession in silk clothing. This was loyalty sharpened into a blade.

He had never promised his parents anything, never promised Osiris anything, nor had he promised lovers anything.

But Rio... Rio was the exception. Rio was the only promise he intended to keep. The irony was almost comedic: Rio still thought he held all the power. Still believed he was the one in control. Still thought he was the one manipulating, seducing, outmaneuvering. Still believed Mhakie was the chaotic one while he remained grounded. Still thought he was the dominant one in every sense. Still believed Mhakie needed him more than he needed Mhakie. And the funniest part?

It was all true, but not in the way Rio imagined. Because Rio didn’t understand that Mhakie’s love wasn’t fragile, it wasn’t hopeful. It wasn’t dependent on reciprocation.

His love was a force of nature—silent, catastrophic, and permanent. Rio didn’t control him. He chose Rio. And that choice was irreversible.

Osiris came to understand this before Rio did. They watched their cunning, ruthless leader turn into a man who would dismantle his own empire if Rio asked. They saw him protect Mayhem as if it were sacred. They heard the way he spoke Rio’s name, so casually, so confidently, like it held weight, nothing else did.

And they adjusted.

Because when Mhakie Xander loved someone, the rules changed. The world changed. He changed.

Rio didn’t know any of this. Rio thought he saw everything. Thought he understood him. Thought he knew every angle, every weakness, every motive. Rio had no idea. And that was the only advantage Mhakie still had.

He would keep his heart hidden behind teeth, laughter, sarcasm, and violence. He would never let Rio see the depth of it.

Because Rio knowing... would be the end of him.

Not because Rio would leave. Because Rio would win, and Mhakie Xander didn’t lose. Not even in love. Especially not in love. So he would stay silent. Stay in the shadows. Stay near Rio without confessing.

He would love him quietly. Protect him violently. Worship him privately. And if Rio ever wanted the world? He would place it in the man’s palm and ask, “Left hand or right?”

He exhaled, rolling his neck as if shaking off the weight of thoughts he shouldn’t be having.

Because tonight?

Tonight, everything was about to begin.

Everything that would unravel them, rebuild them, bind them tighter, test them deeper, push them to the edge of destruction, and drag them into devotion so fierce it tasted like blood.

And it all started with one simple thing. A shift in the cameras. A movement in the dark. A moment where instinct and fate collided. A night where Rio would turn to him and ask a basic question: “So tell me, Mhakie... why are you the one watching the cameras tonight?”
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Chapter 2: The Ghost in the Machine
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Eighteen months had a way of changing men. Some hardened. Some softened. Some lost themselves. Rio Dexter?

He simply became more dangerous.

He stood at the floor-to-ceiling window of his office—glass so dark the city could snap pictures of its own reflection while he remained nothing but a rumor behind it. New York sprawled beneath him like a beast he’d learned to leash. Every street corner. Every shipment yard. Every office building pretending it wasn’t laundering someone’s sins. All of it pulsed under Mayhem’s influence.

People said Rio built that. People were wrong.
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