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            Frozen Heart

          

          TATTOOS & SIN

        

      

    

    
      I was raised as the Las Vegas Bratva printsessa, but I fought that. I wanted to be my own woman, make my own way.

      After joining the military and becoming an elite secret soldier, I thought my life was perfect, until it all came crashing down on me in a muddy alley.

      It left me shattered to pieces.

      My heart frozen to everyone, even my family.

      I secluded myself from them all. To protect them and to protect myself.

      Moving on with my life, I’ve found a way to make the broken pieces fit together. A way to feel pain and turn it into desire, even need. It enables me to permit a man to touch me finally without feeling revulsion.

      A man that wants to fix me and thaw my heart, but I’m scared.

      I jeopardized everything when I came out of the shadows to protect two women important to my brother and best friend. Not only does my family now know why I’m broken, but my enemy has found me.

      Leif is willing to put me back together one lash at a time. No matter how long it takes but am I willing to get back into the battle and finally win this war.

      Or will my heart always be frozen?

       

      Award-winning author E.M. Shue gives you another badass, tough as nails heroine who needs mending. Keep in the know by signing up for E.M.’s Surprises: https://bit.ly/SurprisesfromEM

    

  


  
    
      For all those female warriors that battle every day to just survive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “There is nothing stronger than a broken woman who has rebuilt herself.”

        HANNAH GADSBY
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      I rush down the sidewalk, pushing past people as I go. They yell at me, but their outrage doesn’t concern me. I have more important things to worry about. Secrets I have to keep and protect.

      I can’t believe my car wouldn’t start. It’s never acted up. The timing couldn’t be worse.

      My feet come to an abrupt stop when a lightbulb goes off in my head. Right here in the middle of downtown Chicago, I have an epiphany. I can’t believe it. I slam my gloved hand against my forehead and curse myself. This is what he wanted.

      For months now I’ve suspected that the contractor I betrayed was coming after me. I saw the writing on the wall, but I just couldn’t believe it. His team did dirty over there, and innocents got hurt. I had anonymously reported them to my chain of command after I escaped them. It didn’t matter that Roger and I had been in a relationship. His team was in the wrong. I don’t know what happened to them, but I had to get out after that. My priorities had changed in an instant.

      I look around at where I am and realize Lincoln Park Zoo is close by. If I can get there and use the crowd for cover, I can escape and get away. I’m just glad I didn’t lead them to my secrets. I know that’s their ultimate goal.

      I have to think strategically. My oldest brother always says you have to be three steps in front of your enemy if you want to beat them. I don’t always listen to him because he’s the head of the Russian Bratva in Las Vegas and a bad guy. I’m a former military hero. I’m the good guy. Or at least, I used to think the world was that black and white. I’ve learned after going to war that isn’t always the case. I’ve also seen the Bratva do good things. I look up as the sky starts to drizzle down on me. It’s mostly spitting, but it’s supposed to rain more later today.

      As I walk past a narrow alley, I catch movement. Before I can act, I’m yanked into the darkened passageway. My training kicks in and I fight back, but it’s useless when you’re hit with a stun gun and then six men jump you. The jolt of electricity hurts, but it doesn't stop me. The military had ensured I’d be prepared for anything. I’m also skilled in fighting multiple combatants at once, but this is ridiculous.

      The men kick and punch me. These guys are mercenaries and were trained by some of the same people who trained me. I go for my gun, but it’s knocked out of my hand, and I’m shot in the shoulder.

      They continue to beat me, then the knives and batons come out. My wrist is broken. Knives slice through my skin like I’m softened butter, leaving scars and causing me to bleed everywhere. They slash their blades across my chest and breasts, disfiguring me. My fingers get stomped. I lie there among dirt and garbage, holding in my tears and screams of pain. I bite my tongue to keep from crying out.

      “Angeline, you’re going to tell me where she is, or I’m going to let these men continue to beat you and then rape you.”

      I recognize Roger’s voice. I could never forget it. He had lured me in with that very same voice. He would whisper in my ear as we made love. I thought he was into me, but no, he only wanted to say he banged the tough girl. I fell for him, hook, line and sinker. He betrayed me back then, and now he’ll kill me to get to her.

      He leans over my body as I lie there. I look up and struggle to keep my swollen eyes open. I can’t believe I once thought he was handsome. I see the evil he tries to hide from most people. I remember what he did. I can still hear the screams. I still see the bodies lying on the floor—bloody, broken, and dying. The fact he and his men did that still causes bile to rise in the back of my throat.

      I allow the blood to pool in my mouth along with the bile. My lips tip up just before I spit in his face. His fist comes down hard, and I’m able to keep the cry in again. I get satisfaction and smile as I watch him brush the blood and vomit off his expensive suit. It’s all a cover to hide his true evil.

      “Do it.” He stands up and flicks his wrist.

      The attack becomes even more brutal, and I waver in and out of consciousness. My clothes are ripped from my body, and I know what’s about to happen next. I gather the strength I have left and fight back, but my hands are smacked to the side. I finally scream, and one of his guys holds a hand over my bruised and bleeding mouth. I frantically look for a way out of this. All of my training is failing me. I need to change my tactics. I bite the hand over my mouth, and I aim my kicks for crotches. I start fighting dirty like my brothers taught me. My head is slammed against the pavement again. This time as I lose consciousness, I hear someone yell, and then I’m alone.

      As darkness closes in on me, I lie there and realize it’s raining harder. The rain mixes with my blood and puddles around my body. I hear rats scurrying for cover. I’m naked and worried Roger’s men have raped me, but I can’t tell because I hurt everywhere.

      “I’m getting you help,” a voice says. I can’t tell if it’s a man or woman. My ears ring from the pain in my head.

      I can die right now knowing my package will be safe. I’ve made sure of it. But if I die right now, no one in my family will know until it’s too late.
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        * * *

      

      “Ma’am, what’s your name?”

      I come to hearing a male’s voice. His hand brushes down my shoulder, and I cry out and cringe away. I don’t feel the rain on my skin anymore or the dirty ground, but I don’t feel much. I squint open an eye and see I’m in a hospital room. The man at my side is a doctor.

      “I must die,” I say, but I don’t know if he heard me.

      “What did you say?” He moves closer.

      He’s handsome with brown hair and kind, hazel eyes. He smells like expensive cologne.

      “You have to let me die.” My words are stronger this time, and I watch as his eyes flare wide.

      He nods and then starts directing nurses and techs out of the room. When the room is clear, he moves back to the bed.

      “Tell me why.”

      “To save my daughter. You must make it show I died.” It’s all I can get out before I start to struggle to breathe. Maybe he won’t have to fake it.

      I close my eyes, letting the unconsciousness take me away to a place without pain and without mercenaries bent on killing me or finding her. Where she’s safe to grow up and become whatever she wants. My last thought is of my father and brothers. They will hurt for my loss and then seek vengeance. Inside my head, I smile and think of Roger going against the Bratva. He wouldn’t know how to handle Andrei’s anger. I know what the Bratva does to its enemies.
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          RIDLEY

        

      

    

    
      FOUR AND A HALF YEARS LATER

      My boot slams against the door by the knob, and I watch as it blows inward. Bodies line the floor. A family. Men, women, children. They are bloody, beaten, and the women have been raped. I hold my stomach back as the smell of sex, sweat, and feces hits my nose. These people were tortured before they were killed. Behind my balaclava, a flush of sweat coats my skin. Hearing a grunt, I swing my gun to the side. The scene I entered on stopped me from doing a proper room sweep. A mistake like that could cost me my life. I see a man dressed in all black like me rutting into a body. The woman he’s on top of stares back at me in pain and fear before her eyes glass over, and I know she’s gone. I’m about to scream when I recognize her. I thought I had saved her. A blade slams into my gut, and I look up into the face of my enemy.

      Roger, the man I had let into my body, has betrayed me. He found her, and now she’s dead.

      I scream and fight until I feel a warm body against mine. The wiry fur and the whimper bring me back from the darkness. The nightmare fades away, and I open my eyes to the sunrise. I don’t have curtains on the windows yet. I have one-way bulletproof glass installed but no other window treatments.

      Rolling into my dog’s body, I wrap my arms around him. “Thank you, buddy.” I scratch his ears like he likes. “Murtaugh, you’re the man. But we are getting too old for this shit.” I quote the line from the movie he’s named after. He and his brother are trained to protect, but Murtaugh has the more intensive training to aid and help me with my PTSD.

      I roll from the bed away from him and stand up. Groaning, I stretch my body. Muscles line it, making me look less feminine, but I don’t care. I can kill someone a hundred different ways now. I’ve taken the training the military gave me and expanded on it. I’m more of the deadly weapon they created today than back when I ran ops.

      Moving toward the shower, I don’t turn on any lights so I won’t see myself in the mirror. I can’t stand to look at myself anymore. I’ve been working with a therapist for years. She’s made several suggestions, but none of them have worked.

      I’m broken.

      The warm water sluices off my body, and I quickly wash up, making sure my thick, shoulder-length dark mahogany hair is clean. I grab a towel off the warming bar and wrap it around myself before I finally flick on the lights.

      Babushka, my grandmother, always said moisturizer was a girl’s best friend. So I apply some with sunblock on my face before I pull my hair back into a tight bun low on my head. I’ve worn this style for years. I can’t stop myself from it. Looking into the mirror, I really take myself in. For the first time in more years than I can remember, my hair is its normal color. My face had to be reconstructed after the attack, but I see myself in the mirror.

      I’m Ridley again.

      All of the years I was in the military, I used an alias. The government kind of frowns down on a mafia printsessa serving in the military, and I was the head of the Vegas Bratva’s daughter at the time. My brother Andrei is in charge now, and our papa went back to Latvia to run the family from there.

      I haven’t had anything to do with the “family” in years. I walked away from all of that. The only contact I have is with my babushka. Oh, and my brothers every once in a while. Mostly Grayson since he’s not a part of the family business. He owns his own casino in Vegas. Andrei, meanwhile, is as merciless as our father. That doesn’t mean I love him less. It just means I don’t want to be a pawn in his world. That’s all a printsessa is to the family. A means to a good marriage. But that’s not me. I’ve fought against that every chance I could.

      My eyes focus on my body. I see the scars on my shoulders and clavicle. I look at the trailing edge of scars over my breasts. Memories brought up by the nightmare start to come back to me, and I shudder.

      Murtaugh whimpers from the doorway, breaking the chain of my thoughts. I turn away from the mirror. He knew I was getting into my head.

      “Good boy.” I pat his head as I move to the walk-in closet.

      This room is wasted on me. I have only one pair of high heels on the rack. One lone little black dress hangs among tactical cargo pants, jeans, and workout leggings. I dress quickly in my normal gear. The black cargo pants go over the sexy thong. Okay, so I have a bit of a girlish side. I love sexy bras and panties. The lingerie makes me feel a little bit feminine.

      But they are black. No other colors. Always black.

      I finish dressing in a black compression long-sleeved top and then grab a heavy hooded pullover. I move through my bedroom and step out into the hallway. I look over at her door and see it’s still closed, letting me know she’s asleep. Today we have an appointment with the university to get her set up. She wanted to transfer here when she found out I was moving to Eastport. I wanted to tell her no, but I couldn’t. She was right, I’ve spent the last few years keeping her away from me. I know I’ll be the catalyst for them to find her. I’ve already proven that in Chicago.

      Stopping at the breakfast bar, I write a quick note to let her know I have a coffee date with Ryan. He’s been my closest friend for years now. He saved my life that day when he killed off Angeline. He then listed me under another name until I finally gave him my real one.

      At the doorway, I grab a pair of black composite toe tactical boots and a vest. That’s another thing that has changed. I’m always prepared for an attack. My bulletproof vest is always on. I fasten the Velcro into place and then slip the hoodie over my head and grab my wallet.

      I look down at Murtaugh and order him to protect. He walks to her door and lies down, doing his job. He usually accompanies me, but I don’t know this place where Ryan wants to meet. I take the stairs down to the main floor of the warehouse. At one of the numerous panels throughout the building, I disarm the alarm as I grab a set of keys for a truck. It snowed here last night, so this would be the safest vehicle.

      Eastport isn’t a huge city like Chicago, New York, or Boston, but it’s on the cusp of becoming a bigger metropolis. It’s still got the small town feel and only one major hospital and the university on the outskirts. But as more business move in and around, it will grow. I park a block down from the coffee shop as an alert goes off on my phone. I pull it out and see that she’s awake and let Murtaugh out for me. I completely forgot. I’d forget my head if it weren’t attached. I’m a type A personality, but I also need my lists and routines. Ryan says the head injury caused some of my issues with memory and concentration.

      I open the door to the coffee shop and step inside as someone rushes out. They brush against me and I recoil. I hate being touched except by a few people. I move to the counter and place my order for a large black coffee. I’m not a froufrou drink kind of girl. I make my way to Ryan’s table. I clocked him as soon as I stepped inside.

      “Hey, girl.” He stands and moves in for a hug. I pull back, and he nods in understanding. “I can’t thank you enough for what you did.”

      “How is she doing?”

      A couple of nights ago I saved the woman he loves from being kidnapped. She was taken from a restaurant while under the protection of my men. I was close by and followed behind, getting to her before it became a serious situation.

      “She’s good. Shaken up and scared but good. She’s pregnant. I’m going to be a father.” He smiles, but then it fades as he reaches for my hand. I hold mine firm on the table and don’t cringe back as I see the pity cross his face. “I’m sorry.”

      I chuckle, but it’s awkward. He knows my greatest secret. He was there when I found out. “It’s okay. Not like any man will have this bride of Frankenstein body.”

      “That’s enough,” he says in that domineering voice I’ve heard him use a few times. I raise my brow and tip my head to the side. “I’m serious. You’re still beautiful and sexy.”

      “Hey, don’t let my little sister hear you tell another woman that,” a deep, gruff voice says, and I look up at the man standing next to our table. He’s dressed in black jeans that hang low, a black leather jacket, and a black band T-shirt. He’s got sexy as hell tattoos peeking out of his shirt collar. His dark brown eyes focus on me, and his dark hair is cut with the sides closely cropped to his head and long on top in a faux hawk style. It’s long enough that a few curls fall onto his forehead.

      Something deep and dormant in my body buzzes to life.

      “Oh, hey, Leif. This is my best friend, Ley.” Ryan introduces us, and I stand up.

      Leif reaches out and takes my hand before I can go for the fist bump that I prefer. Something puzzling crosses his face as a tingle works through my hand. My breath catches as I look down at our joined hands.

      “Nice to meet you, beautiful. He’s right, you are stunning.” He pulls his hand back, and I lower my eyes as a flush warms my cheeks. “Well, gotta get into the office so I can get books taken care of.” He’s gone before I can make a bigger fool of myself.

      “I’ve got it,” Ryan says as he looks at me with a huge smile on his face. “Remember when I told you about the club?”

      “Yeah.” I look at him in confusion before I turn to watch Leif walk down the street. He crosses the road and enters a storefront with the logo, Frozen Tattoo and Piercing, displayed in big, bold letters.

      “Hello. Ridley.” Ryan waves a hand in front of my face and uses my full name.

      “Sorry.” I shake my head, trying not to think of Leif.

      “What if I suggested you see a whipmaster?”

      I think about it. It’s something he and I have talked about before. I’ve found that I’m into a touch of pain. I haven’t had sex since the attack because I still can’t stand anyone touching me. My therapist says it’s not uncommon after what I went through.

      “I’m not saying you’ll want Leif, but there are several others at the club. You should apply and try it out.”

      I raise my brow and stare him down. Of my few friends, Ryan doesn’t flinch under my stare. He smiles and takes a sip of his mocha. It’s then I realize what he said.

      “Wait, that man is a whipmaster?”

      I look across to the shop he entered. I watch as a beautiful woman in super high heels and a short miniskirt walks in. She’s beautiful with her long hair hanging down her back. She’s very petite and has curves. I can’t stop the comparison. I’m all hard edges and muscle.

      “Yes,” Ryan says as he follows my stare.

      “Okay.”

      I’ll do it. I’ll apply and see what happens. Whomever I work with will have to follow my rules completely.
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        * * *

      

      Leif

      

      I turn as the bell rings over the door and see my sister, Erika, step inside. Her body is barely covered, and I shake my head.

      “How the fuck are you going to tattoo in that shit? Someone can see your…” I can’t think of a word to refer to her sex without it sounding raunchy.

      She laughs. Most men find the throaty sound sexy. “What? My pussy? I have little shorts on.” She flips up her skirt that looks like a mini kilt, and I see a pair of shorts.

      “Yeah, okay. Do you have an early client?” I look at the computer. Jas won’t be in today as she is recovering from what happened to her on Friday. I told her to take a week or so off. She still hasn’t returned to full-time duty at her regular job working for the ambulance service, not since she was beaten and attacked almost a month ago. I think of the woman I just met.

      Ley.

      Ryan was right when he said she’s beautiful and sexy. She was in a baggy hoodie, but I could tell she has muscles and breasts that are slightly larger than my hands. I wonder what she looks like under that oversized outfit she was wearing.

      “Hey, did you hear me?” My sister stands at the counter.

      “No, sorry, Rika.”

      “I said I have an early session so I can go on a date tonight.”

      I smirk at her, and both my brows drop. “A date on a Monday night?” That sounds boring.

      “I’m having dinner with Raqi.”

      I shake my head and chuckle. “Sounds like fun.”

      “It will be. I found this new restaurant that has a book theme. It’s mostly Alice in Wonderland. I’m taking her there for an early dinner.”

      “She’ll love that.”

      Raqi is Jas’s little sister. She’s six years old and wants to grow up to be a tattoo artist like Erika. I want her to go to college too, just like Erika and I did.

      The bell rings over the door again, and in walks Erika’s client followed by Ryan. I met him in Chicago at an expo, and he’s been using me since he moved here. I didn’t know he was with Jas, or I would’ve kicked his ass. Both Rika and I took Jas in when she was at her lowest. We’ve helped her where we could and made up our own family from it. She adopted her younger two siblings, Koda and Raquel, after their parents died. Jasmin’s other brother, Aaron, wanted to turn them over to the state. We helped Jas keep them. We gave her a job and helped her while she finished college. Now this man enters her life and wants to help her. Ryan is older than her, but she loves him, and I can tell he loves her too. He’s shown it by being there with her when she was attacked multiple times by Aaron and his drug dealer friends. I hope this latest attack is the end of all that. But then I wonder about Ryan’s relationship with the other woman, Ley.

      “Shouldn’t you be home with Jas, making sure she’s okay?” I scoff at Ryan as I look out the window and see the beautiful woman. As she pulls herself up into a truck, I can make out her fine ass in her cargo pants. Yep, she’s sexy.

      “I had a meeting.” He waves his hand behind him. “I’d like to talk to you about referring someone to the club.” His words almost make me drop and fall to my knees in thanks in hopes it’s my tough beauty.

      “Come on.” I wave a hand and take him back to my office so we can talk.

      When he leaves half an hour later, I still don’t know if it’s her or not, but I suspect it is. He asked me about NDAs and special contracts. He’s been a Dom for a while, so I know he knows most of the rules. The contracts we discussed are special. About names and privacy. Things I completely understand and respect.

      Could it be the beautiful Ley?
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