
  
    
      
    
  


  HELIOS (A DARK BIKER ROMANCE)


  By Marian Tee


  About Helios


  



  This is a full-length dark romance between a hotheaded Greek biker and the innocent girl who’s hopelessly in love with him.


  Past betrayals have taught Helios Andreadis, the President of the Afxisi, to be aloof and distrustful. But when the young, tomboyish, camera-wielding MJ Cartwright skids into his life, the mercurial Greek billionaire biker finds himself strangely possessive and obsessed.


  Although Helios is determined not to let MJ’s “secret crush” take his woman away, he isn’t ready to put a name to his feelings either. To do so would make him vulnerable, and that he would never allow to happen…even if it means having to hurt MJ instead.


  



  Note: This novel was previously released as a three-part serial (Swish, Burn, Click).


  Want More Hot Alpha Billionaire and Biker Romances from Marian Tee?


  Enjoy exclusive excerpts about my newest and upcoming releases by signing up for my newsletter.


  



  Standalone Novels


  His Fair Lady – Prince Julian knows the blind fortune teller Cass is everything he wants in a woman, but she can never be his bride.


  



  Greek Billionaire Romance Serials


  24-year-old school teacher Mairi, a hopeless romantic, thinks all her dreams will come true with Greek billionaire Damen Leventis. Problem is, he only wants her as a mistress.


  The Art of Catching a Greek Billionaire (FREE!)


  The Art of Trusting a Greek Billionaire


  The Art of Loving a Greek Billionaire


  The Art of Forgiving a Greek Billionaire


  The Art of Wedding a Greek Billionaire


  The Art of Kissing a Greek Billionaire (FREE!)


  



  Schoolteacher Velvet enters into a marriage of convenience but is too proud to tell her Greek billionaire husband it’s because she’s in love with him.


  The Greek Billionaire and I


  



  24-year-old Willow is an ill-mannered junior editor.


  27-year-old Stavros Manolis is a conservative Greek billionaire. They have nothing in common except…that one night they had with each other.


  The Greek Billionaire and His Secretary (Prequel)


  Dear Greek Billionaire


  Love, Your Greek Billionaire


  Forever and Ever, My Greek Billionaire


  



  Warning: Love Moderately (BBW Billionaire New Adult College Romance)


  Derek and Jaike have always hidden the truth about themselves. But when they meet – it’s not just explosive chemistry. One look, and it’s undeniable. Even if they’re too young, they know. He’s meant to be her Master, and she’s meant to be his Sub.


  Unwillingly Yours (FREE!)


  Meant to Be Yours


  



  Heart Racer: BIKER Romance Series


  Leandro & Bobby’s Story (2 parts) – A young billionaire biker chooses a snarky do-gooder to be his pretend girlfriend.


  Heart Racer (FREE!)


  Driven by Love


  Helios & MJ’s Story (3 parts) - Even though he's commitment-phobic, the aloof president of a billion-dollar bike racing club finds himself jealous of the "secret crush" of a tomboyish camera-wielding first-year student.


  Swish (FREE!)


  Burn


  Click


  Kellion & Aria (Standalone) – Aria’s content living her life alone, shut off from the world, but when bad boy Kellion Argyros starts following her wherever she goes, it’s impossible not to start living…and impossible not to start falling for him.


  



  Play With Me: A Sports Romance Series


  All Lace Wyndham wants is to be an NBA coach.


  All bad boy billionaire Silver March wants is HER.


  It’s not a match made in heaven, but since he already had his heart stolen, Silver is willing to do whatever it takes – bribe, deceive, manipulate – to make Lace realize the inevitable: It’s his name she’ll be crying out…every night.


  Play With Me


  This Round I’m Yours


  



  The Art of Claiming an Alpha: My Werewolf Bodyguard (Paranormal Romance)


  Human-slash-pack-princess Calys is a toughie, but she still needs the help of the powerful, dominant, and gorgeous werewolf Alejandro Moretti to be an ‘alpha’. Unfortunately, he wants her body in exchange for her help.


  Wolf Fight (FREE!)


  Wolf Games


  Wolf Kisses


  



  The Master and His Soul Seer Pet: New Adult College Vampire Romance


  Life isn’t easy for 18-year-old Zari. As a soul seer, she sees visions of dead people as well as those who are about to die. As a human pet, she struggles to control her feelings for her Master, the powerful, gorgeous, and mysterious vampire Alexandru, who’s in love with someone else.
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  Reviled


  Unclaimed (PREORDER)
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  Swish


  Prologue


  



  The trick to lying flat on the ground was to relax. Too tense could get you killed. If your back was too straight, that wasn't any good either. You'd be creating this tiniest amount of space between your spine and the floor. That space could be your COD if you had a drunk dad like mine. A former bike racer, my dad liked to perform stunts in our yard. One of his favorites was to run over me while I was lying on the ground. Shows off my perfect control, he liked to say in his usually slurred voice.


  Another trick was to cut your hair short, like I did. Sometimes, that one strand of hair could get tangled in the wheels. It happened to me when I was thirteen. That was the first year James took it upon himself to use me as a prop for his DIY motorcycle stunts. It was an epic fail and got me ten stitches below my hairline. I chopped my own hair after that. Good thing I did since a week later we were doing it again.


  Finally, you needed duct tape.


  “Where the fuck are you?” James roared from the garage.


  “Coming,” I shouted back. My hands worked more quickly in wrapping the duct tape around my chest. My boobs barely existed, to be honest. But with stunts like this, even A-cups like mine were still suicidal. You had to be flat. Inhumanly flat.


  Pulling my shirt down over my handiwork, I ran out of the garage. My dad was already on his bike, the engine running. The sound of it was enough to make goose bumps pop all over my skin.


  “I’m not going to wait forever,” my dad snarled.


  His voice caused me to stumble. The drawing on the ground, outlined in chalk, never failed to make me wince. That was where I was supposed to lie down.


  Kneeling down, I said a quick prayer. If I die today, God, please let it be quick.


  James gunned towards me, the roar of his old Harley Davidson making me scramble. He did say he wasn’t going to wait forever. Terror licked its way all over my body as I forced myself to relax on the ground. The sound of his motorcycle was so close. James was running circles all around me now, taunting me to move. If I did, that was when he’d fly over me.


  Vroom, vroom.


  Little boys made that sound all the time, and every time they did I wanted to cry.


  “Ready?” James asked with a sneer and a laugh.


  I didn’t speak. I knew if I did, he’d love to have the chance to cut my tongue with his bike.


  Vroom, vroom.


  I badly wanted to close my eyes but couldn’t — I always had this powerful fear that having the lids folded over my eyes took me one extra fraction of an inch closer to death.


  So close now. Dear God, it was so close.


  And then he was flying, so close that I could feel the air coming from the furious spin of his bike’s wheels as he soared over my body.


  SWISH.


  I wondered if that would really be the last sound I’d hear before I died.


  ****


  It always took me forty-five minutes to stop throwing up.


  No need for stitches today, but I did have a little discoloration on my cheek. James didn’t enjoy our father-daughter moments when there was no violence involved.


  By the time I was done with my puke fest, the world had stopped spinning as well. The sound of a motorcycle whizzing past me had also stopped roaring in my ears. I pressed my hand to my chest, just to be sure I wasn’t suffering from PTSD. Shock, if left untreated, could get you killed.


  A sigh of relief escaped me as I felt my heartbeat slowing down. My brain had finally accepted I wasn’t going to die. Not today at least.


  Forcing myself on my feet, I grabbed my SLR from the table. It was my only prized possession. When I was looking through the lens of my camera, the world didn’t seem so bad or ugly. I liked the feeling of power it gave me. Adjust the brightness, sharpen the contrast, and find a unique angle – click. I had found a piece of world that was beautiful, and that moment would last forever.


  Pressing my ear to the door, I listened for sounds of movement, any indication that James was still up. There was none. But I didn’t want to take my chances so I decided to use my other exit.


  Jumping from a second-floor room window took guts when you had nothing to hold on to. But it wasn’t impossible. The first time got me a broken arm. The second time produced a twisted ankle. But nowadays, all I had were gashes, which were fine. I liked gashes. They kept me alive.


  Thud.


  I landed awkwardly on my side. I checked myself for wounds and saw I had grazed my elbow. The tiny rip of skin started to bleed.


  Money shot!


  I lifted my camera and turned my elbow out even as I winced at the effort.


  Click.


  That should earn me another fifty.


  I belatedly remembered the slap James gave me and, twisting my face to the side, I lifted my SLR in the air for several selfies. I hoped one of those got a good shot of the discoloration on my cheek. You wouldn’t believe how much money gore shots made me on the Internet. You just needed to find out where to sell them.


  I checked my camera after. The shots were great. Like I said, I liked gashes. These little wounds got me my camera. One day, hopefully before my dad killed me, they could earn me my freedom.


  ****


  It was very easy to think the world was a piece of shit when you had a life like mine. My mom did her best to protect me from James. He hated me for not being the son he had always wanted. When she gave birth to me, Madeline told James he had a baby boy. Since he was drunk that time and the blanket I was bundled up in hid the fact that I didn’t have a weenie, James swallowed it.


  By the time he realized he had been fooled, I was already home and Madeline threatened to kill herself if something happened to me. Since that meant there would be no one to look after him, James held off from killing me. But he made sure I paid for being a girl the moment I was old enough to understand his orders. By age seven, I was an expert pickpocket and by age ten, I could pretty much copy anyone’s signature. No surprise there since he told me he’d pull my nails out if he ever got caught for forgery.


  But then Madeline died three years ago and everything changed.


  I was scared he’d make me his personal punching bag, but that was apparently too easy. You could anticipate a punch, and you’d know which punches would kill you.


  James wanted me terrified. He wanted me not knowing whether I’d live or die the next second. That was when the stunts started. We’d practice a few times a week and then make a presentation for his biker pals. He always earned a couple of hundreds from those stunts. Good for him. Even at the risk of having myself punched, I’d always remind James of how much money he’d make from the stunts, just so he’d be sober while doing it. I never asked for a share. I just wanted to live another day.


  So yeah, life was pretty shitty. But I liked to pretend it wasn’t. Every time we finished with a stunt, I’d slip out of the house the first chance I got. Then I’d go around our equally shitty small town. I’d look for something pretty, something happy, or something good to take pictures of. Something to remind me that life wasn’t so shitty after all.


  ****


  An hour had passed before I heard it, a sound that I almost wanted to pretend I didn’t hear. Someone crying like he was about to die. I knew that sound. I used to cry like that, too.


  I hurried towards the sound. Darkness surrounded me, but I had no problems finding my way. I knew every inch of my town and the empty land that surrounded it.


  My heart beat faster even as I struggled not to make a noise. The crying sound came from the ghost town near our place, a 19th century sugar plantation that once belonged to a slave master. The slave quarters were gone now, but the dead spirits?


  I crossed myself as I got nearer. Dear God. If this is the day I’m destined to see a ghost – please make it quick, too. So quick I wouldn’t even know I had seen one. That quick. I know you can do it. You’re GOD. And yes, God, I’m flattering you. It’s working, isn’t it?


  I liked babbling to God in my mind. It kept me sane, especially in those seconds when I didn’t really know if I would live. When I talked to God, everything would be silent, so silent even the sound of a big badass bike flying an inch over my sadly high-bridged nose would be muted.


  The man was crying more loudly now, more desperately. It was the only sound that penetrated the night’s stillness. I wondered absently if James had already woken from his drunken stupor. If he did, was he looking for me? If he realized I was gone, would he be so pissed we’d have to do another round of practice when I got back home?


  The crying was even worse now. I quickened my steps, one hand on my camera, another on my pepper spray. If he died before I got to him, I could take a photo of his killer. If he was still alive, then I’d…try to save him. It was a funny thought that didn’t really make me laugh. But it was a joke. I couldn’t even save myself and yet here I was, contemplating saving another person’s life. What a joke.


  The half-crumbling walls surrounding the plantation were about five feet tall. Easy enough to scale and in seconds I was over it, landing quietly in a crouch. Leaves from an overhead branch were in the way, and I carefully pushed it away as I positioned myself. I lifted my camera, peered through the lens, and zoomed in.


  My breath caught at the sight of a man on his knees. He seemed to be in his mid-twenties, his white shirt stained with dirt, like he had been rolling all over the ground in it. His jeans also had a stain. I bit my lip when I realized what that stain on his crotch was.


  He was surrounded by boys – just boys my age. They were well-dressed and had ‘rich spoiled brats’ written all over them. Dangerously spoiled. They didn’t seem to be American – their skins were too dark. Maybe Mediterranean. They also looked like they were out of it, maybe a combination of booze and drugs.


  I inched closer to hear what they were saying, crawling nearly flat on the ground to avoid being detected. When I was close enough to hear them, I hid behind a rainwater well and listened. They seemed to be taunting the man about playing nanny to a bastard, and one of the boys actually spit on the man as he said the word.


  “Consider this as a gift from the true heir of Andreadis,” another boy said as he slowly pulled out a gun.


  My heart slammed against my chest in fear. What should I do now? Fat luck if my pepper spray could do anything against that.


  The boy took aim.


  I prepared to scream. A distraction was all I could give him. I’d scream, tell them the police was coming, then hope they’d be fooled while I ran for my life.


  When he cocked his gun, I opened my mouth and screamed.


  The sound died unheard.


  An enormous black bike had come out of nowhere, the rumble of its engine deafening to my confused mind. For a moment, it was like I was thirteen again, and James was telling me for the first time to lie on the ground. I’m going to drive over you, and you’re going to hope I don’t stop while I’m on top of your little body.


  Gunfire broke out in the air, and I emerged from my nightmare with a gasp. You’re okay, you’re okay. I said the words over and over, reminding myself that I had survived James’ stunts 266 times now.


  The rider had flown over the man kneeling on the ground. As he and his bike soared in the air, he held the handlebar with one hand while his other hand revealed a gun.


  Bang! Bang! Bang! Each shot landed an inch away from the boys’ feet, forcing them to skip and scream like those high-kicking dancers I saw on TV who kept throwing their skirts up.


  The bike landed right in front of the man. He was still alive, but I wasn’t surprised when he slowly fell to the ground, passing out. My hand went to my throat. I felt like I wanted to pass out, too.


  The rider got off his bike, the gun still aimed at the boys. With his helmet still on, I couldn’t tell how old he was. But what I did know was that he was tall – the tallest man I had ever seen. His body cut a lean figure in his black leather jacket and jeans, but I would bet my life every inch of his body was packed with muscles.


  He gave off mean vibes, but somehow he didn’t terrify me at all. His mean was a good kind of mean. I’d-punch-you-for-shouting-at-an-old-woman kind of mean.


  “Were you saying something about me?” Bang. Bang. Bang. One shot at each boy, the bullet landing in the space between their legs. One of them started to cry. Another peed himself. The last one dropped his gun and threw his hands up.


  “Your brother told us to do it!” the boy with the gun blubbered.


  “Didn’t mean you had to follow him.” Bang. Bang. Bang. “I don’t give a fuck about being an heir to the Andreadis fortune, and you can tell that to my dear older brother.”


  His voice hardened. “What I do care about is when you bring your shit into my territory. Every inch of land here belongs to Afxisi. You harm any of our people and we take it very personally. Enough to kill. So this will be your only warning. Go home to Greece and don’t ever think of coming back. If I ever see any of your faces again, you won’t have a second chance of coming out alive. Do you fucking understand me?”


  None of the boys spoke.


  Bang. Bang. Bang.


  “I didn’t hear you say yes. Did you fucking understand me?”


  Yes. Yes, sir. Yes. They started sobbing the words out.


  The rider started reloading his gun. “One last thing, too. Tell my brother that if he tries this kind of stunt one more time, I’ll come after him and he won’t be able to hide behind his mama’s skirts when I do. Understand?”


  They couldn’t say yes fast enough this time.


  “Now go.” He remained standing there, a lone figure in black, his gaze trained on the boys who hurried into their cars and drove off.


  A moment later, a dozen or so bikes roared into the scene. Each and every one of its riders radiated power and authority. Just looking at them made me swallow. These guys were the real thing, and their strength made me sick even though I knew they weren’t the bad guys. They were nothing like my dad—


  Oh my God, James!


  James could be awake now!


  “You didn’t need backup at all,” one of them was saying as he clapped his hand on the rider’s back.


  The rider who had scared the boys away took his helmet off.


  Instinctively, I fumbled for my camera. Click.


  And then I turned away and ran.


  By the time I climbed back into my room, my heart was beating so fast it was a miracle it hadn’t cracked a hole in my chest.


  The sight of the broken hinges on my door made me want to throw up, but that would be a waste of time. Swallowing back the bile trying to rise in my throat, I hurriedly pushed my bedside table aside. One of the floorboards was loose, and I hid my SLR under it before pushing the table back into place.


  After that, it was time to face the music.


  “Dad?” I hated how my voice shook as I called out for him upon reaching the foot of the stairs.


  Smash.


  He answered me with a fist to my face, so hard that I hit the wall next to me with a loud thud. I bit my lip as he dragged me by the hair towards the garage. He threw me on the floor. “Where have you been, you spoiled piece of shit?”


  He didn’t wait for me to answer. It wasn’t like I could anyway. He was kicking me everywhere, the pain of every kick making it impossible for me to speak.


  When he stopped, I managed to crack one swollen eye open.


  Oh God, he was getting on his bike.


  Flat. Flat. I had to be flat.


  Relax. Relax.


  Ssssh. Think of…


  Oh God, I wanted to close my eyes and cry.


  But I couldn’t. That would mean giving up. That would mean James winning.


  I had to survive.


  Flat. I had to be flat. Relax. I had to relax. And think…I needed to think of that biker who saved the man. He was proof that there was good in the world. That life couldn’t be shitty forever.


  So close now. The motorcycle’s rumble was getting louder and louder.


  Sssh. Think. Dream.


  That man on the bike. He’d save me too if he knew I was in trouble. I knew he would.


  So for now I had to survive.


  Flat. Relax. Eyes open. Sssh. Don’t breathe. Don’t make a sound.


  SWISH.


  Chapter One


  



  Two years later


  



  Girls started to fan themselves as the president of Afxisi walked past them, flanked by his officers on each side. Just looking at Helios Andreadis was enough to have the girls cry his name out. How badly they ached to touch him. But they didn’t. No one touched the president without his permission. It was one of his many infamous rules.


  At nearly six foot seven, Helios Andreadis towered over everyone in his club. Aptly named after the sun god, Helios did look like one, with his long golden hair and eyes nearly the same color.


  Dressed plainly in a baseball shirt and jeans, he should have looked like an ordinary fourth-year student of Christopoulos University. But instead, Helios stood out like a pagan god amidst mere mortals, and everyone wanted to worship him.


  “I conducted a survey yesterday,” the club’s vice president, Kellion Argyros, murmured in Greek. His green eyes flashed with amusement as he explained, “98.6% of this year’s female applicants were after the position of the president’s bedmate. It’s up by three percent from last year.”


  “Congratulations, President,” the club’s secretary, Yuri Athanas, deadpanned, also in the same language. “It is a commendable feat, especially when considering your attempt to alienate the school’s female student population.”


  “Fuck off.” These words were, on the other hand, spoken in accented English. The girls who heard him sighed. If only that one had ended with a ‘you’ and was addressed to them.


  Kellion smirked, but his voice was serious when he asked, “Have you heard from Andreus?”


  Helios switched to his native language at his vice president’s question. “No. Not yet.” The delayed return of the club’s treasurer brought a hard look to his face. A smarter one would have known it represented danger. But the girls around him weren’t that smart. Seeing that look on Helios’ face only made them imagine being fucked by the president. Hard. Harder than they had ever been fucked.


  “Shall we change our plans?” Yuri asked as they came to a stop in front of the steel gates of their club’s headquarters.


  After a moment, Helios replied, “No. I don’t want to act preemptively and risk bringing a war into our territory.”


  Kellion raised a brow. “We continue pretending then?”


  A green light flashed above the gate just before it slowly rolled up. The girls started to scream. The day they had long been waiting for had finally arrived – a chance to be a part of Afxisi, even if it meant year-long servitude.


  All the girls cared about was being part of a club that the American media had adoringly dubbed as Heart Racers, mostly because the club’s real name was impossible to pronounce. All they saw were college heartthrobs with big bikes and even bigger bank accounts.


  None of them saw the truth. None of them saw past the good looks, the wealth, and the exciting and sometimes dangerous lifestyles the club’s members were known for.


  And that was exactly how the club wanted it.


  Helios answered Kellion’s question simply by turning around to face the crowd, a cold smile touching his lips. “Let the auditions begin.”


  ****


  MJ Cartwright burst out of the school building’s back doors with a gasp. Checking her watch, she saw that she still had about ten minutes before club auditions officially started. She was not much of a runner. Death-defying stunts were more her forte. But stuff that were more a test of stamina than strength? She was a total loser at it. Back when she was in high school, MJ would watch the cheerleading squad run laps around the football field in their teensy weensy uniforms without breaking a sweat. She had once tried to do the same and nearly expired from heat stroke and dehydration after just five minutes.


  She had never tried to run after that, but today she was going to make an exception. She had been at the dean’s office, waiting for her class schedule to be printed out, when she heard girls talking about Club Day. It was going to be a bloodbath, the girls had said. That one clinched it for her. MJ snuck out five minutes before her first class officially ended, determined to be one of the early birds for the audition.


  By the time MJ spied the distinct red roof of the club’s headquarters, she was busy trying to catch her breath. Just a few more feet, she told herself. She would make it.


  Or so she thought, until she realized that the club’s automated steel gate had started to lower.


  “WAIT!” MJ ran as fast as she could and found herself bending back almost to her waist to slide past the gate. Behind her, the gate slammed down hard on the ground just as she skidded to a stop, landing on her knees like Michael Jackson finishing one of his dance moves.


  Sheer relief had her eyes falling close even as someone started clapping his hands.


  When she opened her eyes, MJ expected to see sneering girls who probably thought she was being too full of herself, applying for a spot in the university’s most popular club.


  But what she saw was worse.


  There were no girls, no bloodbath, no anything.


  All she saw were three pairs of eyes looking down at her, and one of them belonged to him.


  My name is MJ Cartwright. I’ve been wanting to meet you for two long years. You wouldn’t believe what I had to do just to be here, studying in the same school, just so I could be near you. But seeing you – just seeing you has made everything worth it.


  That was what she had intended to say to the man whose face she had memorized, the man whose every photo on the Internet she had saved in her hard drive and backed up in Dropbox.


  Meeting Helios Andreadis was a distant hope she had desperately clung to when she had nothing to hope for. This moment was all she had lived for, and in her dreams, serendipity would work its magic on the two of them. Their gazes would meet, their hearts would speak, and it would be a happy-ever-after.


  But in reality…


  “Ahh...gaaah…errr…uuurgh…”


  At the garble that came out of her mouth, Helios Andreadis raised one eyebrow, an odd look on his gorgeous face. That look didn’t say, ‘Who’s this beautiful girl?’ No, that look on his heartbreakingly perfect face meant something more like ‘Should I call the police before this creature attacks me?’


  Inside her mind, MJ knelt down and prayed.


  Dear God. Can’t you be like Morgan Freeman this once and rewind my life? I just want to start all over again and let him know I at least speak English. Please?


  Chapter Two


  



  As the silence inside the room lengthened, Helios found his friends slowly turning to him in askance. Kellion’s eyes were gleaming with amusement. Yuri’s face was inscrutable. But it was obvious both were of the same mind. He was the president. It was up to him to decide what to do.


  Helios reluctantly returned his attention to the girl, who was still on her knees. She was a small one, with dark hair that brushed against her shoulders and its tips going in all directions. Her large violet eyes dominated her triangular face, which was completely free from makeup.


  She looked like a kitten. A confused and out of place kitten, and one to be escorted out without delay. Everything about her told Helios that she did not belong in his club. She didn’t even belong in his world, and she never would.


  Her clothes were the least of her problems. Checkered polo, tank top, faded jeans, and worn-looking sneakers. Even the girls assigned to clean the club’s bathrooms still dressed themselves in Chanel and tottered around carrying buckets of water in stilettos. This girl might be the first one properly dressed for house cleaning, but that wasn’t the point at all.


  Everything about her was the opposite of what his world represented. Money. Class. Bloodlines. She had none of those. In fact, the only thing she possessed of worth was the expensive camera slung around her neck.


  None of those would normally matter to Helios. Although he always made it a point to bed only women who belonged in the same privileged circles he enjoyed, he could never be accused of being a snob. But there was something about this girl…something that rubbed him the wrong way.


  Just looking at her made him…feel, too strongly for one who had trained himself never to feel.


  Her hair was too unruly. He wanted to run his fingers through it to discover its texture.


  Her eyes were too big, too trusting, too revealing. He wanted those eyes focused on him completely, and he hated every second those eyes did not linger on him.


  Her body seemed too small and frail, even if she was dressed like a tomboy. He wanted to crush that body towards him, wanted to feel every inch of her trembling with passion and need as he possessed her with his cock.


  That last thought stunned him, and he said abruptly, “I apologize, but you are too late. All the positions have been filled up.” Helios knew that the formality of his words would betray his emotions to his friends. But at that moment, he didn’t give a shit. All he knew was this girl, who was a mixture of odd and fascinating, had somehow gotten under his skin.


  She was now a complication, and Helios never wasted time getting rid of complications.


  I apologize…


  MJ didn’t really hear the rest of what he had to say. All she could think about was how Helios Andreadis’ voice was even more beautiful in person. He spoke like a…like a god. Slow, quiet, authoritative, with each syllable spelled out with the faintest Greek accent. He spoke like he would never have to do anything in a hurry because he was powerful enough to do whatever he pleased, whenever and wherever.


  Actually, he also looked more beautiful in person, too. MJ was already too nervous as she was, and she knew it would be better for her to ignore how good-looking he was. But it was impossible. That was like ignoring how bright the sun was.


  Her senses fluttered like crazy every time she stole looks at him, which, embarrassing as it was to admit, were quite frequent. Enough for one of the other guys, the one with wicked green eyes, to smirk at her.


  As he spoke, MJ couldn’t stop herself from staring. Tall, golden-haired, and lethally built, he looked more like someone who belonged behind a majestic chariot than a motorcycle. While he did not look older than his twenty-two years, he did feel more powerful than someone still in college had a right to be.


  Looking at him was enough to have MJ tongue-tied. She had a bad feeling that if he made her speak right this very moment, she would do so in a weird mix of Yugoslavian and African that no one could ever translate.


  When he stopped and looked like he expected her to speak, MJ turned red. “I…I’m sorry, come again?”


  Was she a fucking idiot? What was so hard about what he had said? But when she only continued to gaze at him with genuine looking confusion, Helios bit out, “Auditions are over. You can leave now.”


  The words were so unexpected it took MJ a couple of seconds to comprehend them. When she finally did, MJ immediately felt herself whitening. “Y-you’re joking, aren’t you?”


  Yuri coughed. It was his first time to hear a girl – or anyone for that matter – contradict something the club’s mercurial and arrogant president said.


  Kellion wasn’t as polite. He grinned, making him look even more devilishly handsome.


  Unbelievable, Helios thought with growing anger. Why the hell was she still here? He was tempted to shake her but controlled the urge. He had a feeling something unwanted would happen if he ever touched any part of her.


  Maybe his Greek had failed him, MJ thought hopefully when Helios only glared at her. Maybe all those English interviews of his that she had listened to were scripted and he wasn’t really fluent at all. Maybe what he meant was the opposite, that she was actually super early for the interview rather than super late.


  So she said very slowly, “I. Am. Here. To. Audition. For. The. Club.”


  Yuri slowly bowed his head. It was the best he could do to keep his amusement from showing. He had been raised to be the epitome of chivalry and courtesy, but this strange funny girl was pushing him to his limits.


  Kellion, once again, wasn’t as polite. A bark of laughter escaped him, and he didn’t even bother to try containing his amusement when Helios threw him a dark look.


  Helios’ scowling glance snapped back at the girl. Why the fuck was she talking to him like he was an idiot?


  The look on Helios Andreadis’ face made MJ whiten even more. What had she done? Oh no. Maybe she had still spoken too fast and now the other men were laughing at Helios for his inability to understand her?


  So she said again, more slowly, this time, “I....” She drawled the word out as long as she could. “Aaaaaaaam…Heeeeeeere…”


  This time, even Yuri found himself defeated. He laughed with Kellion.


  Helios snapped, “Shut up.”


  She said automatically, “Yes, sir.”


  Yuri and Kellion laughed harder.


  Helios glared.


  MJ’s heart sank.


  “Why the hell are you talking to me like that?”


  Deeeeeeym. He spoke the words so wonderfully fast that MJ knew right away she had been wrong. MJ admitted weakly, “I thought you didn’t speak English very well.”


  Helios Andreadis looked like he wanted to kill her now, and her heart sank even more.


  “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I do speak English perfectly.”


  Confusion warred with misery. “Then I’m really late?”


  “By about an hour,” Helios confirmed coldly.


  “But I still had classes—”


  Yuri said gently, “The vacancies in our club are highly sought after. A lot of the girls simply chose to ditch their classes in order to be one of the first to apply.”


  MJ’s shoulders slumped as all her hopes crashed down around her. She couldn’t believe everything would end just like this. After two long years of planning how she could be close to Helios, this had to happen.


  Yuri’s gentleness sharpened Helios’ irritation. He did not want anyone to be kind to the girl, dammit. All he knew was the kinder Yuri was to her, the more he wanted to be cruel to the girl.


  Kellion observed the unusually contemptuous expression that had fallen over Helios’ face. It was not that Helios never held anyone in contempt. Like any Greek male, Helios was damn good at carrying grudges. All of them were. It was the fact that Helios’ face revealed any emotion at all that made Kellion murmur, “Just out of curiosity, moro mou, which spot are you hoping to apply for?”


  The girl stole a glance at Helios before answering, as if seeking his approval.


  Helios’ face did not change, but Kellion knew his friend well enough to know that Helios did not disapprove of the girl’s actions.


  “I…was hoping you’d have a need for a photographer.” There actually hadn’t been a list of vacancies on the club’s entry in the college paper. In fact, it was the only one that did not have any requirements, but MJ was banking on the fact that every club needed a photographer. Surely Helios’ org would be no different?


  Even Kellion was taken aback by her answer. She did not really have a clue about their club at all, he realized with surprise.


  Everyone in Christopoulos University knew that their club only had menial roles assigned to the girls, which ranged from cleaning their rooms, taking care of the laundry, and preparing their meals.


  Cheerleaders to heiresses to part-time models to groupies – all of them would die for a chance to serve Afxisi. All of them would do it for the same reason, too. Afxisi was a club that consisted of the world’s most eligible and fuckable bikers. Serving them increased the chances of having sex with any one of them, and being taken by one of the club’s members would mean bragging rights not just any woman could flaunt.


  Kellion smirked. “You truly do not have a clue about our rules, do you?”


  Instead of answering the question directly, MJ said weakly, “I’m a fast learner?”


  Yuri coughed again.


  Helios disliked all the attention his friends were showering on the girl, and he demanded, “Why do you bother applying when you clearly have no understanding of what our club is about?”


  Helios himself was the answer to his question, and the fact that he was the one asking it could only result in one thing.


  MJ’s cheeks turned the deepest shade of red.


  A flash of insight hit Kellion. “Well, fuck.”


  Yuri came to the same understanding a second later. “I see.”


  Helios frowned. “Can one of you explain what the hell’s going on?”


  The impatient note in Helios’ voice only made Kellion want to laugh, but he successfully managed to rein in his amusement. He nodded towards the girl. “We know why she’s joined.”


  Helios’ face became expressionless. “Is that so?” Something inside him intensely disliked the fact that Kellion and Yuri knew something about her that he did not know.


  “She has a secret crush on one of our bikers, and that’s the only reason she wants to be a part of our club. She wants to be close to him.”


  Chapter Three


  



  “I still think this is a mistake.” Helios made the comment in a cold voice as he took a seat at the leather couch. The study was one of several places off-limits to everyone in the club except for its officers. It occupied the penthouse floor, together with the rooftop garden and the officers’ bedrooms.


  Helios poured himself a shot of whiskey and tossed it back in one. He was hoping the liquid burning down his throat would at least calm him, but it only seemed to fuel the restlessness inside him.


  Kellion didn’t answer right away. He stood next to the bookshelves, which housed a collection of books ranging from finance to technology. Unknown to many, the men making up Afxisi were intent on using their winnings from underground racing to build their own fortunes rather than depending on their family’s inheritances.


  Helios was the reason all of them had a family here in the States, Helios the one who had gifted each and every one of them independence and freedom from the oppressive chains of their families. It was ironic then, that even as the bonds between all their members became stronger and closer, Helios had seemed to retreat further and further into isolation.


  It was only when that girl had come along that Kellion had seen his friend come to life again. For that reason alone, the girl would stay. Yuri had thought the same thing, and the two of them had come to a silent understanding.


  Kellion turned to his friend with hooded eyes even as he said lightly, “You could have overruled the decision of the majority as president.”


  “That is not my style and you know it,” Helios said stiffly.


  He crossed the room and sat across Helios. Pouring himself a glass, Kellion suggested, “Why not give her one chance? If she doesn’t cut it after the first week, then I will be the first one to kick her out. I’ll even get Yuri to—”


  Helios frowned at the mention of his other friend. “Where is he?”


  “Assisting her to her room.”


  Helios did his best not to scowl. “He’s been gone for over twenty minutes. What the fuck’s taking him so long?”


  Kellion shrugged. “Beats me.”


  The image of Yuri seducing the girl had Helios cracking his knuckles. Yuri might seem angelic, but Helios knew the younger man was no innocent. He had heard the girls speak of how good Yuri was in bed, how his masterful side was a contrast to the courteous demeanor he presented in public.


  Out of nowhere came a thought that nearly had Helios cursing, a vision of Yuri commanding the girl to suck his cock.


  No fucking way.


  The door slamming shut was Kellion’s only clue that Helios had gone. He leaned back against his seat with a satisfied smirk. And so the games began. Kali tychi, Helios. You will need a lot of luck to make sense of that girl.


  ****


  “Do you like it?” Yuri asked courteously. He had introduced himself as the club’s secretary. He had also referred to Helios and the other guy, Kellion, as the president and vice president of the club, respectively.


  She nodded.


  “Please feel free to explore.” Yuri had light blue eyes and a very kind smile, like an angel’s. It was hard to imagine someone who looked like him loved to race bikes.


  At Yuri’s urging, MJ warily stepped past him and went into the medium-sized room. It had wooden panels for walls and dark blue carpet tiles. A single bed was next to the window and across it was a study table and a floor lamp. It was a simple but charming room, and MJ awkwardly told the same thing to Yuri.


  “I’m glad you like it then.”


  Silence.


  When Yuri did not say anything else, she asked finally, “Do you need someone with an eye for interior design then? Is that the only vacancy left in the club?”


  It took a few seconds for Yuri to understand what the girl was asking. Then he began to cough, his best way of controlling his laughter. Dio, this girl was too amusing by half, with her ability to misconstrue everything. She truly was perfect for the president, who on the other hand took himself – and life – too seriously.


  Clearing his throat he said gently, “This is your room.”


  MJ’s eyes widened. “My room?”


  “If you are serious about volunteering for the club, then you should know that it’s an in-house position, which means you need to live here. I will get my younger sister to talk to you tomorrow. She’s in charge of managing the girls.”


  MJ could only nod. She was still trying to get her head around the fact that she was supposed to live here – in the same place as Helios Andreadis.


  When the girl didn’t speak, Yuri asked, “I hope it’s not a problem?”


  She said weakly, “Not at all.”


  “Then…good. I’ll see you tomorrow. No curfews here so you can come and go anytime. Just make sure you’re up tomorrow by six. My sister will come here to give you the official tour. Any other questions?”


  “None, sir.” The words were out before she could stop them, and MJ grimaced. She didn’t really want to be so polite but these guys were just too formal! They seemed more like CEOs than college bikers.


  Yuri’s lips twitched. “Goodbye.” He turned his back and reached for the doorknob.


  MJ silently pumped her fist into the air. Yes. Yes. Yes! She was going to live—


  Yuri turned around, remembering something, and immediately caught sight of the new volunteer practically doing a happy dance on her own. He blinked.


  Deeeeym.


  Realizing that she was being watched, MJ slowly lowered her fist and pretended to start combing her hair instead. She looked at Yuri questioningly. “Er, yes?”


  His eyes twinkled with mirth but his voice was solemn when he said, “I realize none of us ever caught your name.”


  “Oh. Umm…I’m MJ Cartwright.”


  “A pretty name. Well, good night, MJ.”


  This time, MJ made sure not to do anything until Yuri truly did leave the room and closed the door behind him. When she heard the door close, she started pumping her fist in the air again. Yeeeeeeees! Who would have thought she’d end up living under the same roof as Helios Andreadis?


  ****


  Helios took his role as club president seriously. While he did not talk to every member or volunteer, he did make it his business to know everything that went on in his club.


  He knew, for instance, that one of the volunteers had been knocked up by a football player from another university. He knew that one of the younger bikers was struggling with doing a 360-degree turn in the air. He also knew that there was only one vacant room left in the club, and that would likely be where Yuri would take her.


  And so he went one floor down and paused outside the door of Room 17. He heard voices inside the room and his stomach clenched in anger. He did not like knowing that Yuri was inside the room with the girl.


  Against all thoughts of common sense, Helios slowly found himself leaning towards the door to better hear what was being said.


  “A pretty name,” Yuri was saying.


  Helios’ face hardened when he heard Yuri say “A pretty name”. He had not thought Yuri was the type to dish out empty flattery but perhaps he thought too highly of the kid. What the hell was so pretty about MJ? They were just two letters.


  The door opened suddenly.


  Helios immediately straightened but it was too late, judging by the way Yuri’s lips were twitching.


  “Do you have something to talk to me about?” Yuri asked.


  “No.”


  Yuri frowned. “Then you would like to talk to MJ?”


  And just like that, Helios realized he had trapped himself. If he said no as well, then Yuri might think he had only come here to eavesdrop. Worse, Yuri might even hit upon the truth and realize Helios had come here because he didn’t like the idea of the two of them spending too much time together.


  He hedged, “I do have something to discuss with her, but it is getting late so perhaps tomorrow—”


  “She did not seem sleepy at all,” Yuri assured him. He knocked on the door. “She’s very happy to be here, in fact, so I’m sure she will not mind any instructions you may have for her.”


  “How do you know she’s happy? Did she tell you?”


  Yuri said in his usual gently chiding voice, “Her secret crush is here, President. Of course she will be happy.”


  Smartass, Helios thought as he looked at the younger man’s retreating back. He should teach that boy some manners sometime, talking to him like—


  “Helios?”


  Fuck. He had forgotten Yuri had knocked on the door, and he had been so busy thinking thoughts of revenge that he hadn’t noticed the girl opening the door. Slowly, he turned to face her. This close, her eyes looked bigger, more trusting, and she was gazing at him with such wariness it made Helios grit his teeth.


  She had not looked at Yuri with the same wariness, so why was she wary with him?


  “Call me President.” He snapped out the words before he could stop himself.


  MJ flinched at the harsh tone and mumbled, “I’m sorry, President.” He was mad at her again. Why was it that she always made him mad? She couldn’t even think of anything she had done wrong.


  She sounded scared of him now, which only made him more irritated. “I came here to warn you.”


  MJ blinked. Warn her?


  “Volunteers are here for one reason. To take care of the club’s needs. If the university had allowed us to hire outside help, we would have and there would be no need for volunteers at all. But we can’t and that’s why you are here. But I’m warning you – if I hear even one instance where you’re causing trouble or being a distraction to any of the club’s members, you’re out of here.”


  His golden eyes lanced hers. “Are we clear on that?”


  Extremely clear, MJ thought miserably. Just as it was extremely clear that for some reason, Helios Andreadis hated her.


  And so all she said quietly was, “Yes, sir.”


  Helios didn’t answer, and for one long moment they only gazed at each other. Tension vibrated from him, and if she had only been a little more experienced, a little less innocent, she would have known that one hint from her was all it would take for Helios’ tension to turn into passion. One hint, and he would have pushed MJ inside her room, taken her into his arms the way he ached to, and kissed her until she could no longer breathe.


  But she was not.


  All she knew was that the tension in Helios Andreadis meant he was furious. When he didn’t say anything else, she mumbled, “Good night, sir,” and slowly closed the door.


  A second later, she heard Helios curse explicitly in English and in Greek.


  Then came the sound of a fist smashing against the concrete wall.


  He truly hated her, MJ thought numbly. But why?


  Chapter Four


  



  Task #1: Get everyone up for breakfast.


  As MJ headed upstairs, she pulled out her daily planner to check her schedule. Today was a Tuesday, which meant all four of them had morning classes. She started with the room nearest to the stairs, which belonged to Andreus Economou, the grumpiest of them all.


  Taking a deep breath, she opened the door and said chirpily, “Good morning, Andreus!”


  A pillow would have hit her smack in the face if MJ hadn’t been ready to catch it. Of course, the first few times, she had not been ready to catch it. Since even a groggy Andreus had perfect aim, MJ was grateful that the club’s treasurer only liked to throw pillows and not bricks.


  Walking past the bed, she went directly to the windows and raised the blinds. “It’s time to wake up! You’ve got a class at eight!” She turned around and handily caught another pillow hurtling towards her.


  Finally, she went to his private bathroom. Wetting one of the hand towels, MJ marched back to the room, pulled away the pillow Andreus had slammed over his head, and replaced it with the hand towel. Then she started rubbing his face, particularly his eyes.


  “Fuck off, MJ.”


  “You know I can’t do that. You’ve got classes today, and Hallie told me you have an exam first thing in the morning.”


  Andreus, eyes still closed, muttered, “Hallie doesn’t know shit.”


  She countered promptly, “Hallie knows a lot of shit because she taught me all the shit I know.”


  It was enough to have Andreus smile. “You are too much of a nag. You know that, right?”


  “It’s another kind of shit Hallie taught me.”


  He threw another pillow at her. “Go on, I’m awake. I’ll just shower and head down.”


  Next was Yuri, but as expected, Hallie’s older brother was already up and freshly showered. “I heard you and Andreus shouting,” Yuri said when she peeked inside his room.


  She only smiled. “It’s nothing new. Do you need anything else before I go to Kellion’s room?”


  There was a moment’s hesitation before Yuri said, “No. Nothing.”


  That was odd. MJ puzzled over it as she went inside Kellion’s room next. His room was always the messiest, and the sight of what she had to clean up after class made her wince. “Good morning, Kellion.”


  No answer.


  That was also expected. Kellion hated attending his classes, more so than the rest of his friends. There was something about authority he despised, and he liked flouting it as often as he could. Whereas the trick to handling Andreus was making herself too nice for comfort, for Kellion it was the opposite.


  After raising the blinds and letting sunlight blaze into the room, MJ headed back to the side of the bed. And then she started to sing. “Amazing Grace…” She sang as loudly as she could.


  “Okay, I’m up, dammit,” Kellion growled when he couldn’t take any more of MJ’s God-awful voice. How a sweet-looking thing could have such a terrible voice was definitely one of the Devil’s greatest curses on mankind.


  “Breakfast in thirty,” she reminded him.


  Kellion didn’t answer.


  She started to sing again, the national anthem this time.


  “Okay, dammit,” he bellowed. “I’m up.” He cracked one eye open and muttered, “I hope Helios gives you hell.”


  She gasped. “Helios will not give me hell. He’s the nicest among you all, you know!”


  Kellion opened and closed his mouth several times. “Never mind.” It was too early to argue with a stubborn MJ. Helios, the nicest among them? Ha! Biggest fucking lie in the world.


  A moment later, MJ was standing outside Helios’ door.


  Three minutes later, she was still standing outside his door.


  I can do this, I can do this, she chanted silently to herself.


  Hand shaking a little, she knocked on Helios’ door.


  There was a muffled answer, which she took as a sign for her to enter. “President?” She never made the mistake of calling him Helios again since her first day in the club. She didn’t have the courage to, not wanting to have Helios Andreadis look at her like she was trash, someone unfit to say his name.


  Quietly slipping into Helios’ room, MJ made her way to the window without difficulty despite the darkness. After raising the blinds, she turned to greet Helios good morning but the words died in her throat.


  It was going to be one of those days again then.


  SWISH.


  No sound of squeaking wheels, no rumbling engine, no mad laugh from James. No one hurting her, no one trying to hurt her, but it still felt the same. Sometimes, MJ felt like this hurt worse. This.


  The woman in Helios’ room, in his bed…in his arms…stirred. The blanket lowered, baring one breast.


  SWISH.


  MJ forced herself to move. She stopped behind Helios, his back to her, his golden hair spread on the pillow like sun-kissed silk. Her hand hovered over his shoulder. It was hard to touch him during days like this. “President?”


  MJ’s sweet voice, threaded with hesitation, reached him like a caress. Helios had woken up the moment she had entered the room. But he hadn’t said a word, hadn’t moved a muscle. He didn’t know why. There were so many fucking things he couldn’t understand about himself whenever she was around, and he loathed it. Sometimes, it was almost as if he loathed her, too.


  Helios sensed her hesitating to touch him. It angered him, this hesitation. She had been with them more than half a month now, and yet she only displayed such reluctance with him. Why? Did she not find him attractive at all? He was the oldest member of the club, with Kellion the closest to his age at twenty-one. One-fucking-year difference! Did that matter to her so much?


  Or perhaps, Helios thought grimly, it was because he was no fun. Kellion traded jokes with her. Yuri made her laugh. Even Andreus, notorious for his bad-tempered ways, could be made to laugh in her presence.


  It was only him.


  Only him that she did not—


  “Don’t touch me.” Helios knew the moment she was about to touch him, knew that she didn’t want to, and the knowledge enraged him. Her dislike for touching him infuriated him so much he wanted to hurt her in return.


  One moment, Helios was lying on his side, then the next moment he was sitting up, the blanket falling to his waist, revealing a broad expanse of chest. His fingers encircled her wrist, and his gaze was cold as it fell on her face.


  The fury on his face made her bite her lip. Hard.


  Don’t look at me like I’m hurting you. How can I hurt you when you despise me? It was what he wanted to snarl at her, but he did not. To speak such words meant that he felt something for her, and that could never be.


  He released her wrist. “What do you want?”


  She could only look at him miserably. When he spoke so coldly like that, her vocal chords just gave up on her.


  “What?”


  “Ergh…urgh…argh…” She snapped her mouth shut and couldn’t help but glare at him. See? She couldn’t speak. Surely by now he should know that he could make her so nervous she just couldn’t speak in his presence?


  Helios glared back. “I have no fucking clue—”


  A knock on the door cut him off before it opened, Yuri appearing at the doorway. “Hallie says breakfast is ready. You can start working on the rooms now, MJ.”


  Without a word, MJ left the room, head bowed. Not caring if Yuri saw her, she then started to run towards the bathroom at the end of the hallway and locked herself inside it.


  She stared at herself in the mirror. Instead of seeing her reflection, she saw Helios with a naked girl in his bed.


  SWISH.


  She threw up.


  Chapter Five


  



  “Chat with us,” the younger bikers pleaded as MJ started serving them organic salad with roasted sesame dressing on their plates. It used to be that the club’s dining hall stayed empty. Although Hallie had always served as some sort of mother hen to the club, she was also notoriously bad at cooking and preferred to spend most of her time in the garage working on the bikes.


  In MJ, everyone found what they didn’t get from Hallie – someone domesticated enough to make the kitchen a cozy place to hang out in. Of course, it also meant that they had to bear with her love for greens and healthy food. But since she was extremely amusing, the bikers were able to tolerate her mostly vegan diet.


  “I’m not here to be your entertainer, you guys.” After checking to ensure that every one of the bikers had his salad, she grabbed her camera and started taking photos.


  Everyone groaned.


  “Oh come on, this is what I’m here for.”


  “No stories, no photos.”


  In one corner of the kitchen, Yuri stood next to the window and observed the scene with quiet satisfaction. MJ was a good addition to the club, probably the best since Hallie. He knew that MJ thought everyone was humoring her, but it was the opposite. She didn’t know it, but she was the one humoring the guys.


  Every member of the club hankered for family, secretly or not, and with MJ they had the little sister they all wanted. While none of them lacked for female company, they also knew that girls wanted to be with them for a reason. Money, power, fame, sex – there always was a reason.


  But like Hallie, the members of the club were sure that MJ did not want any one of those from them. After all, MJ had…


  “My secret crush then,” MJ decided after a beat.


  Everyone groaned, but it was a good-natured sound. In truth, it was MJ’s secret crush that had everyone at ease with her. Most of the guys felt safe teasing MJ, knowing they would not be misunderstood. Some liked to flirt with her outrageously, knowing that she would not reciprocate. After all, she did have her secret crush, and the story of how she became part of the club was now legendary.


  She made a face. “Well, what else am I going to talk about?”


  “Yeah, yeah. Fine. We got it. Talk about him then while we eat your salad.”


  Another one asked with a frown, “But he’s here? He’s really a part of the club?”


  MJ turned red. Every time the question could be answered with Helios’ name, she just couldn’t help but blush.


  The sight of MJ’s reddened cheeks had everyone laughing.


  “And you haven’t made your move yet?” a freshmen member demanded. “You’re so slow.”


  “I’m not slow. I’m…biding my time.”


  The biker next to her snorted. “Does he even know you exist?”


  “Of course he does.”


  “I just don’t get why he doesn’t make the first move instead,” the biker on her other side muttered. “Maybe he’s got a girlfriend?”


  ****


  Helios watched MJ shake her head almost violently at the question. “He’s not that kind of man! He’s gentle and nice…”


  “Knock, knock.” A mocking voice said behind the door just before Kellion walked into the study.


  Helios swiftly snapped his laptop shut and stood up. “What is it?”


  Kellion only smirked. “No need to feel edgy. I know you’ve been watching MJ on the CCTV. Your laptop’s screen was reflected on the window behind you.”


  Helios grimaced.


  Kellion headed towards the minibar at the corner. He took out an energy drink from the fridge. As he tore the wrapper off its lid, he remarked casually, “I never knew you would last this long, you know.”


  Helios did not answer, his face stoic.


  “It’s been over two weeks. You’ve been watching her all the time. Why don’t you just take her?”


  Helios said silkily, “Maybe because I would like to honor her ‘secret crush’?”


  “Bullshit.” Kellion took a long gulp of his energy drink. “You’re never one to let anything stand in the way when you want something. What’s different now?”


  Helios did not answer.


  “Has it never occurred to you, the possibility that you could be her secret crush?”


  Kellion’s words warranted a humorless laugh from Helios. “Have you heard her speak about him? I have. Because you’re right. Every goddamn day I watch her like a stalker. I am obsessed with her. I need to think about her just so my cock will get hard and when I fuck another woman, I pretend it’s her. That’s how low I’ve sunk, and I don’t even fucking understand why I want someone like her.”


  The words were spoken with such harsh emotion that Kellion knew there was nothing he could say in return. He had never seen Helios feel so strongly about anyone…at least not since Helios had learned of his brother’s betrayal.


  Everything had changed for his friend since then.


  Everything had become black, with seemingly no chance of light ever coming into Helios’ life…until one girl had skidded into his life and made Helios’ heart start beating again.


  There was no redemption left for Kellion, but Helios was a different case, and he would do everything he could for his friend to start living again.


  “It’s possible—”


  Helios cut his friend off curtly, “No. It’s not. You’ve heard her speak about him, too. She says he’s kind. The kindest man she’s ever known. Someone gentle.” His lips twisted and he asked mockingly, “Does that sound like me, Kellion?”


  “No. It doesn’t sound like you. But you can be that person again. You were that person before.” Kellion gestured to the laptop. “Why be satisfied with just watching her from afar? For her, can’t you be that person again?”


  Helios shook his head. “I will not be weak again.”


  Kellion did not answer. When Helios spoke like that, he knew there was no changing his friend’s mind.


  ****


  It was almost eleven in the evening when MJ made it back to the club’s headquarters. She was tired and hungry, and because of both, she was irritable, too. Why in the world did Helios Andreadis have to build his club’s headquarters so far from the main campus anyway? Did he know how many calories she had to burn just to cross the football field to get here? She hated burning calories. She hated it because that meant exercise, which was synonymous to training. The latter word reminded her of all the training she had with James.


  Crossing the dimly lit living room, MJ made her way directly to the kitchen. Switching the lights on, she threw her backpack on the counter and prepared to cook herself a meal. Since it was a Tuesday, most of the bikers would probably be out racing and come home at around three in the morning.


  MJ said a quick prayer.


  Dear God, please let them eat out because right now I’m too tired to cook, but Andrea’s gone so now I have to take over and cook for them.


  It was a selfish prayer, and feeling guilty about it, MJ decided to pray again.


  I’m sorry God for being selfish. If they’re hungry after the race, of course I’m going to cook for them. Please just make it easy for me to wake up later?


  There. That was better. With a happy smile, she started whistling as she cooked herself some mac and cheese. The real kind, not the one that needed to be microwaved.


  “Mmm…” She couldn’t help sighing in pleasure when the aroma of mac and cheese hit her nostrils. She took a seat and as she started to dig in, her mind drifted back to her talk with Hallie earlier this morning.


  



  



  “Your secret crush is Helios, isn’t he?”


  Hallie’s softly spoken words had an unexpectedly positive effect on MJ. She was so shocked by the other girl’s words that the urge to throw up stopped. Slowly, she opened the tap and rinsed her mouth. When she was done, she saw Hallie through the mirror, gazing at her with a look of sympathy on her face.


  She whispered, “It’s really not a crush. That’s just something Kellion came up with. It’s more than that. I just…I just feel a connection with him.”


  MJ allowed Hallie to lead her out of the bathroom and into one of the bedrooms. The other girl made her sit on the bed, and she did. Although she and Hallie were of the same age, Hallie was like a little general with the way she commanded people around her with such ease, using a gentle word or a look of chastisement to get everyone to do her bidding.


  “I’m sorry about what you had to see this morning.”


  “It’s okay. It wasn’t the first time.”


  “Do you want another volunteer to trade tasks with you?”


  She shook her head quickly, completely disliking the idea of yet another girl being able to enter Helios’ room.


  “I’m not a girl who easily takes risks, MJ. But for you…for Helios…I will. Kellion, Yuri, Helios, and I, we’ve known each other for a long time. We’ve known each other the longest. Even when we were kids, we were all that each other had so you can say we’re a family and we’re extremely loyal to each other.” Hallie was gripping her skirt hard as she spoke.


  MJ said hesitantly, “You don’t have to…”


  “No. I want…I think I need to tell you. Helios wasn’t always so hard to reach. He wasn’t…as unfeeling. Once, he was like…Kellion. He was the most popular kid in school. Everyone liked him. Even though he was a bastard – a son of his father’s mistress – no one treated him differently because he was just…just like his name, you know? He shone. He was good at everything. And his older brother always came out second best. And it ate at Herod. Helios adored him as a big brother, but Herod hated him.”


  Hallie took another deep breath. “Then Helios fell in love with this girl, Odessa. We all liked her. She was wonderful. Helios would do anything for her. He loved her so much. But she had all of us fooled. When it was his eighteenth birthday, she came to the party with Herod. And it was obvious for anyone to see that they were together. That they had just had sex. And if it wasn’t obvious, they took pleasure in telling everyone about it. Herod even went up on stage and…”


  Hallie struggled to breathe.


  MJ couldn’t breathe either.


  “He told us in explicit detail what Odessa had been able to make Helios do. It wasn’t dirty! Even I knew it wasn’t bad, wasn’t dirty, wasn’t wrong! What Helios did, he did it out of love. But the way Herod spoke of it…”


  Hallie looked at MJ with beseeching eyes. “You understand now, right? He’s just afraid. That’s all. He’s just afraid.”


  Chapter Six


  



  It was when MJ started loading the dishwasher that she realized she was not alone in the kitchen. Heart jumping to her throat, she spun around, arm raised in a defensive stance, ready to beat the intruder to death in case he wanted to do something nasty.


  But it was only Helios.


  She let out a loud sigh of relief. “You scared me. I thought you were a bad guy.”


  Helios raised a brow. “And if I were, would you have tried scaring me away with a…whisk?”


  MJ glanced down at what she was holding. Oh. She was indeed holding a whisk. Deeeeym. She put it in the sink. Looking back at Helios, it suddenly hit her that it was just two of them in the kitchen. Her heart started beating faster again at the realization.


  Helios still stood at the kitchen’s doorway, wearing only a pair of sweat pants and nothing else. He looked, as always, larger than life, and when he took a step inside the kitchen, MJ’s mouth went dry. Each step that took him closer to her made MJ feel more nervous and restless. His hair was unbound, which meant he had been about to sleep – or had already been sleeping. Helios only left his hair untied when he was inside his bedroom.


  “D-Did I wake you up?” Logically speaking, that couldn’t have been possible if he had been in his bedroom, which was four floors above the kitchen.


  Instead of answering, Helios closed the distance between them. He had paced his room endlessly while waiting for her to come back. It was her first time to stay out this late, and not knowing the reason for it ate at him.


  “Where have you been?”


  She did not even think of lying or asking why it was his business to know. There was something ominous in Helios’ voice, telling her she would be better off not arguing. And so she said quietly, “I joined a photography club. Tonight was a lunar eclipse…”


  A photography club. Maybe that club was made up of yet another group of men? 


  The words were out before he could stop himself. “And do you have a secret crush there, too?”


  Helios’ snide question had her blinking in hurt confusion. “What are you saying?”


  “You tell me.” His control had snapped, his mind filled with visions of MJ surrounded by men. And this time, those men were not of his club, men who were not under his control and did not owe him allegiance.


  “I’m beginning to wonder if your secret crush even exists at all. Or maybe it’s all a product of a cunningly crafted strategy so you can flirt with everyone, have everyone’s attention, and nobody will think you’re a slut—”


  MJ’s slap cut the rest of his words off.


  For a moment, they stared at each other. MJ’s eyes flashed with hurt anger. Helios’ gaze seared her with contempt…and something else that she couldn’t name.


  And then he moved.


  The next thing she knew, he had her half-lying on the table and he was standing between her legs. “No one ever touches me.”


  That was when she remembered Hallie’s words.


  And her heart broke.


  The pain his cruel words had caused left her, pushed away by the pain she felt for him. She whispered, “I’m sorry. I won’t ever touch you without your permission. I’m sorry.”


  There was so much she wanted to say but knew it wasn’t the right time to say any of them. So she could only stay quiet and immobile, looking at him and yearning. She yearned to touch him. She yearned to touch him so he would know he wasn’t alone. The same way that she had thought of him all these years, all those times she had lain on the ground and told herself that she wasn’t alone because somewhere in the world, there was a person like him who could save her. Who would want to save her.


  Just wanting to save her was enough.


  “Don’t look at me like that.” His voice was raspy with need. With her soft and pliant body under his, Helios knew it would never be the same between them again. Now that he knew how she felt, how perfect she damn felt next to him, it would not be the same. He wanted to fuck her, wanted to possess her, wanted her to make him her world.


  But something had changed, Helios realized. One moment, she was hurt and confused. The next moment, she wasn’t. Instead, she was…she was looking at him like she wanted to be kissed. Like she wanted to be touched. Like she wanted to be his.


  His breath hissed out. She felt so fucking nice under him. He wanted to touch her skin, wanted to feel her hair curl in his hand, wanted to know the shape of her breast.


  He watched her brow furrow.


  And then she asked, “Is this okay?”


  A pained laugh escape him. He had told her not to look at him a certain way, and she had taken him literally. No one was like her. No one. And, Helios realized grimly, that was exactly why he wanted her.


  MJ’s frown had Helios looking grimmer, and she tried to scowl instead. At that moment, she would have done just about anything he asked her. Anything just to make sure he would never think of the time when he was made to feel alone and rejected. Screwing up her face in her most terrifying scowl, she asked, “What about this?”


  The question, asked so earnestly, destroyed what little hold he had over his passion. Helios managed to say, “I don’t like how you look when you’re scowling either.”


  “Then how do you want me to look at you?”


  “Like you’ve had the best kiss in your life.”


  MJ’s lips parted. “H-how do I even…”


  “Like this,” Helios growled, and he finally did what he had always wanted to do the first time he saw her. He covered her mouth with his, and when she gasped in surprise, it only made him deepen his kiss. He drove his fingers into her hair, seeking her nape so he could hold her still and kiss her hard, wanting to brand her completely.


  MJ knew she should have expected the kiss. She wasn’t dumb, and those words of his were a dead giveaway. But she had not expected the kiss because she had never dared hope he would want to kiss her. He was Helios Andreadis. He was not only out of her league, but most times, he had her convinced he hated her.


  But maybe not, MJ thought dizzily as she felt Helios’ weight settle over her. His body was hard all over, and she had to clench her fists so she wouldn’t touch him.


  “You taste sweet.” His growl tickled her skin as his lips moved down, licking his way to her neck.


  She shuddered at the contact but she couldn’t help arching her neck at the same time, wanting more of his kiss. When he started to suck on her neck, MJ bit her lip to keep herself from crying out. It was so erotic, this kind of kiss. It was nothing like she had imagined, and just the thought of how much hotter, how much stronger and rawer it would feel when he kissed other parts of her body made MJ’s head whirl.


  Helios’ lips were moving again, and when she felt his hands on the hem of her tank top, she gasped.


  His hands stilled. “Do you want me to stop?”


  She shook her head.


  Triumph burst inside him and he slowly raised her tank top up, inch by inch, savoring the sight of her naked flesh. When he had it all the way up to her neck, revealing her cotton bra, Helios couldn’t help it. He bent down and, shaping one breast with his hand, he plumped it in preparation before taking one cotton-covered nipple into his mouth.


  A little cry escaped MJ, her back arching, pushing her nipple into his mouth.


  “Do you like that?”


  “Y-yes.” Her head twisted left and right on the table. Her legs dangled restlessly in the air. She wanted to touch him so badly now. A moment later, she had to bite her lip again as she felt him pulling her bra down. Cool air kissed her breast and then his mouth was on it again, sucking her already pouting nipple.


  Oh, God.


  The sensation was incredible, more than words could express.


  “Please,” she gasped. She could no longer keep silent.


  “Please what?” he murmured against her nipple.


  “Please…” She swallowed. “Please let me touch you.”


  The words had him closing his eyes.


  Touch him.


  She wanted to touch him.


  MJ wanted to cry when she felt Helios slowly reaching for her hands.


  “Touch me.”


  Slowly, she allowed her hands to move. She felt Helios’ head moving, and then his mouth was on her other breast, taking her nipple in. She gasped. Her fingers tightened on his shoulders, gripping him hard, and he, too, gasped.


  She cried silently at the sheer pleasure of his kiss. Time moved indefinitely, but her world was centered on the point where her body and his mouth came in contact.


  “Please…” She didn’t know what she was begging for. All she knew was that she wanted more. So, so much more. And then she felt his hand beginning to dip inside her jeans. Inside her panties. And her breath caught.


  Oh.


  She gasped and he groaned, the sounds blending together as Helios’ fingers came into contact with her wet flesh.


  “You’re so fucking wet.” He started stroking her and groaned again when he felt her pussy blossoming under his touch, drenching his finger even more. “You want this, don’t you?”


  She could only look at him, gripping his shoulders more tightly.


  He started stroking her folds faster, not letting himself penetrate her pussy because if he did, he knew he would not be able to stop. “More?”


  Slowly, she nodded.


  “Say it,” he demanded.


  “M…more.” The word was barely out when his strokes became harder and faster. Something inside her tightened, bit by bit, the pressure building, making muscles she didn’t even know existed clench inside her.


  So, so tight…so, so hot…


  Oh God, oh God.


  And then he was touching her, that secret place of hers that she had never even tried to search for. He knew where it was, and oh, how wonderful Helios’ touch was. He stroked the nub lovingly then without warning, he pressed hard.


  She came with a cry, her first orgasm taking her completely by surprise, and she couldn’t stop her body from jerking under him.


  Turned on by the look of pleasure that dawned on MJ’s face, Helios lowered his head and kissed her, taking her cries into his mouth. He felt her arms wrapping around him, her legs doing the same around his waist as she continued to come with little choking cries.


  He usually did not allow women to touch him in such a way, but with MJ it was all right.


  In fact, it was more than all right.


  When he felt her body slowly becoming lax, he lifted his head.


  And what he saw on her face made his harden.


  She looked like she cared for him.


  Cared for him like he was her secret crush, when he knew he could never be the same person. He had heard her speak about her damn crush, had known she genuinely believed every word she said. And he hated it because he knew he could not be the man she had described.


  Helios pulled away.


  “Helios?” The look on his face stunned her, made her scared, and his name slipped out of her lips before she could stop it.


  “I did not give you permission to call me that.”


  She flinched.


  The pain on her face made Helios want to hit somebody. His fists clenched at his side.


  When she felt his eyes raking over her half-naked body, MJ felt tears stinging her eyes. She felt like a whore, and she felt even more so as she hurriedly rose from the table and fixed her clothes. Over her head, she heard him say, “I guess you don’t like your secret crush as much as everyone thinks you do.”


  Chapter Seven


  



  “Why are you still here?” Hallie burst out as she appeared on the kitchen’s doorway. Dark haired and blue-eyed, Yuri’s younger sister was always dressed femininely, with either frilly tops or lacy dresses. Today was no different, and MJ couldn’t help but smile when she saw the pretty pink bow on the other girl’s hair.


  But her smile disappeared when Hallie dragged her out of her seat. “Wh-what are you doing?” MJ exclaimed.


  Hallie didn’t stop dragging her towards the hallway leading to the club’s private yard. “Today’s maintenance day, don’t you remember?”


  MJ frowned even as she tried to keep up with Hallie. “Maintenance Day?” She took out her daily planner from her jeans’ back pocket and flipped through the pages. Oh, there it was. MD. “I thought I had written this down.”


  At Hallie’s confused look, MJ said sheepishly, “I thought it meant Menstruation Day.”


  Hallie groaned. “MJ. For real?” She shook her head. MJ was the only volunteer that she really got along with, but even she had to admit that MJ’s brain pattern was not exactly at the same wavelength as everyone else’s. She was an adorable combination of innocent and mature, although in Helios Andreadis’ case, it was said that the club’s president found her more infuriating than anything else.


  And that’s a good thing, Hallie thought to herself as she ushered MJ out of the back door and waved for the other girl to follow her into the garage. Located at the end of the club’s private yard, the garage was previously used by the university as a warehouse for its gardening supplies. When Helios founded the club in his first year, he had donated a huge amount of money to the school in order to acquire full ownership of the warehouse. It had since been transformed into a state-of-the-art lab where the club’s innovators could pimp their bikes.


  Helios had been sad and alone for too many years now. He deserved happiness of his own, and she and Yuri believed MJ was the key to that. The problem was getting Helios to give MJ a chance to make him happy.


  She checked her watch and bit her lip worriedly when she realized they were already five minutes late. Helios was big on punctuality. Considering how he had been bad-tempered of late, he might just use this as an excuse to bite MJ’s head off.


  Glancing at MJ over her shoulder, Hallie asked, “You okay there?”


  “Yep.” Not. Everyone in the club seemed so fit. Even Hallie, who looked more like a real-life china doll, seemed to have more stamina than she had. The club’s yard was huge, and trekking it so unexpectedly already had MJ gasping to catch her breath. Hallie, on the other hand, didn’t seem to be winded. At all!


  MJ sighed in relief when they finally reached the garage, a huge enclosure with brick walls and steel gates. But her relief was short-lived when, upon entering, the sight of dozens of motor bikes greeted her.


  Everyone seemed to be having a grand time inside the garage, with the bikers high-fiving, laughing, and yelling at each other. All of the club’s volunteers were there, and they, too, were obviously having fun, flirting with the guys and wiggling all the body parts that could be wiggled as they helped with washing and cleaning bikes.


  It was a happy, noisy affair but she didn’t truly hear any of it.


  She was immobilized with fear, trauma throwing MJ back into her nightmarish past. And then one of the bikers started to play cops and robbers with a sexy blonde, pretending to be a cop as he revved his bike’s engine. “I’m going to catch you!”


  Vroom, vroom.


  MJ wanted to cover her ears.


  VROOM, VROOM, VROOM.


  “Are you all right?”


  It took MJ a shameful amount of time to come out of her nightmares. When she looked up, Kellion, Yuri, and Helios were in front of her. The two gazed at her in concern while Helios’ face gave none of his feelings away.


  It was the first time for them to come face to face after last night’s…encounter. It was the only word she could come up with that would not make her heart hurt. She had tossed and turned the whole night, trying to convince herself that Helios’ cruel words were only a result of the betrayal he had suffered from his brother and girlfriend.


  He had not really wanted to treat her like a slut. He had said what he said, done what he had done simply because he had a hard time trusting anyone. That was all.


  Helios had a hard time keeping himself still. MJ did not look okay at all, and he had the strongest urge to pull her into his arms and demand what was wrong so he could fix it. Just seeing her was more than enough to remember their time together, his imagination having no difficulty replaying it with explicit detail.


  Jealousy and lust warred inside him. If he had thought having a taste of her would put an end to his obsession, he had been wrong. It had only fed his passion, and now he wanted her more than ever. Just looking at her was enough to have Helios hard and aching, and his cock became rigid under his pants at the thought of claiming her body as his.


  He wanted to claim her, now, right here, so that everyone would know she belonged to him.


  “Are you all right?”


  Yuri’s gentle voice had Helios clenching and unclenching his fists. Yuri was always the most courteous one among them, but wasn’t this fucking overkill? The other man was giving MJ too much attention, and he did not like it. Not one fucking bit, not when Yuri’s gentle treatment of her was making it more and more obvious who was her secret crush.


  MJ felt so miserable. All this time, she had felt Helios’ eyes on hers, and it did not feel good. She had stolen a look at him, and the contempt in his gaze wounded her. Why did he hate her so much? Why, after last night, did he hate her still?


  Forcing herself to smile, she told Yuri haltingly, “I’m sorry. I’m just…” She stopped, realizing that she didn’t want to share her horrible past. Back at home, everyone in town had known of the life she had with James, and they had responded by pitying her from afar. She did not want to experience the same thing with the club. That would kill her.


  And so she said lamely, “I’m not that fond of bikes.”


  Everyone gazed at her with disbelief at her answer. Finally, Yuri said, “I see.”


  The note of understanding in the other man’s voice infuriated Helios. That was fucking it? Did Yuri like MJ then? Did he like her so much that he was going to let her get away with such a stupid answer?


  Looking back at MJ, he snapped, “Are you just playing cute or what?”


  MJ swallowed. “I…I just don’t like bikes.”


  “Then we have a fucking problem,” Helios said coldly, “since Afxisi, if you haven’t noticed, is a fucking club for bikers.”


  Chapter Eight


  



  The club’s garage had an open layout with an office set up on a raised platform in one end. It was there that the officers worked, the location of their workplace allowing them to oversee every member’s task. And it was there that Helios observed a couple who stood close together as they worked on a bike, so close that he wanted to fucking kill somebody.


  “You know you were too hard on her, don’t you?” Kellion asked behind him.


  Helios swiftly removed his attention from the two. It was no use, though. The image of Yuri and MJ working next to each other was indelibly etched in his mind, something likely to torture him with numerous sleepless nights. Every part of him wanted to snatch MJ away and hide her from all the men, especially Yuri. Gentle fucking Yuri who made Helios look like an asshole with every fucking word that came out of his mouth.


  Helios’s fingers tightened unconsciously, and the pencil in his hand snapped into two.


  It was a very revealing action¸ and one that had Kellion’s eyebrows shooting up.


  “Not one word,” Helios warned as he threw the halved pencil away with a silent curse.


  “Did something happen between the two of you?” Kellion insisted on asking in a quiet voice.


  Something was not the right word to describe last night.


  The incredible feel of her body was not something. The sweetness of her kiss was not something. The beautiful curve of her breast, the moist warmth of her pussy, the lovely sound of her moans and gasps as he brought her to a climax…the sheer pulsating need of his cock for her pussy…that was not something.


  That was everything, and it was a damn shame that MJ did not feel the same way. She couldn’t, not when her heart belonged to someone else.


  “It doesn’t matter if something did or didn’t happen. She has her secret crush.” He spat the words out. “I can make her come a hundred times, but I’m not the one who’s important to her.”


  “You don’t know that for sure,” Kellion said impatiently. “This just isn’t fucking you, man. You’re not the kind to give up like a wimp.”


  He used to think the same thing, too. But then MJ came into the picture, and Helios knew that some things weren’t worth risking. MJ’s rejection, if it ever came to that, would cripple him. And there would be no going back from there.


  Helios grabbed another pencil and swung his chair around so he was back facing his desk. His sketchpad lay before him, a half-finished diagram for his bike’s upgrade drawn on the sheet. Ideas for upgrades usually came to him in an easy flow, but he found himself unable to concentrate at that moment.


  “What kind of girl,” Helios muttered, “would bother applying to our club if she was so damn scared of bikes?”


  “Someone who loves a guy so much she was willing to conquer her fears for him?”


  Snap.


  Helios threw his second pencil into the waste bin, hating the way Kellion’s words had turned his world upside down. He did not love MJ. He would not want to fall in love with MJ, but he would be lying to himself if he said that he did not want MJ to love him. He did. He wanted MJ to love only him, to want and need only him, to make him her entire world.


  “Mr. President?”


  Helios took a deep breath, making sure he had a tight lid on his emotions before looking up. It was one of the senior volunteers, Cherry, and the strawberry blonde was smiling flirtatiously at him as she said, “My girls and I are wondering, President. Who are you taking as your date to tomorrow’s party?”


  The question had every girl looking at him.


  Every girl except MJ, who was determinedly staring down at the seat of Yuri’s bike. She didn’t stop polishing its tank, her movements mechanical. She knew without a doubt Helios would not pick her. He hated her too much.


  Yuri bent his head close and said quietly, “If your secret crush doesn’t pick you, don’t let it matter.” His voice was low enough for only MJ to hear. “He’s not the kind to succumb to his feelings so easily.”


  It took her a moment to understand his words, and when she did, her head jerked up, her stunned gaze flying to meet his. He knew who her secret crush was?


  Seeing Yuri and MJ gaze into each other’s eyes had Helios’ teeth clenching together, and he said in a viciously charming voice, “I haven’t made up my mind, but it definitely won’t be MJ. Scared little girls like her leave me cold.”


  Helios heard Kellion suck in his breath behind him, and he knew that such a reaction only meant he had taken things too far. But all the girls were laughing now, and he knew there was no way he could make it better. Not unless he could find it in himself to admit he had only said it to hurt her.


  Helios stiffened when MJ finally looked up. He had prepared himself for anger, hurt, and confusion. But instead MJ’s eyes were…twinkling, her lips curved in a good-natured smile as she said simply, “I guess I have a lot of growing up to do. You girls are so lucky.”


  And that was that.


  She handled it with such perfect grace that the other volunteers were unable to continue laughing at her. MJ had her back to him now, knees on the ground as she started cleaning the wheels of Yuri’s bike.


  Helios wanted to go to her. He wanted to say he was fucking sorry for making fun of her. But he couldn’t. And when he saw Yuri kneel down beside her, he knew his pride would not let him say sorry to her anytime in the future. Not now, not ever. There was no need when she had Yuri by her side.


  Kellion rolled his seat towards Helios. “Now you know what kind of girl she is, Helios. The kind who loves her guy enough to not walk out like any sensible girl would when an asshole like you shames her in public.”


  ****


  “How do you know I like him?” MJ mumbled the question when Yuri followed her out of the garage. She had made her escape as soon as she could. Although she had tried her best to pretend that Helios’ taunting remark didn’t get to her, MJ knew she was in danger of breaking down.


  “I know a lot of things,” was Yuri’s mysterious reply.


  She glanced at him, trying to figure out his angle. Even though he had a mild unassuming manner to him, only a fool would have thought Yuri Athanas was a weak man. He was as powerful and as aggressive as anyone in the club. The only difference was that he preferred to be more subtle about it.


  “May I be honest with you?”


  She nodded.


  “I had your background checked. It’s standard procedure for all members and volunteers of Afxisi.” When MJ paled, Yuri said flatly, “And yes, that means I know everything. I’ve seen your records as a juvenile delinquent, and I know about your father being in prison. But…there are a few things that I have not quite figured out yet.”


  MJ didn’t speak.


  “One. Why are you afraid of bikes?”


  “Why does your father despise you so much?”


  “And lastly, what made you like Helios so much? Did the two of you meet in the past and perhaps he’s forgotten it?”


  MJ could only answer the last question. “No.”


  “And that’s all you are going to say?”


  Slowly, she nodded.


  “Then we’ll leave it at that…for now. I know you mean him no harm. But I also think you’re keeping too many secrets from us, and that can lead to trouble. I think you will be good for Helios, but my loyalty is to Afxisi first.”


  Yuri’s last words dwelled in MJ’s mind as she crouched down and worked on the bike’s rear wheels. Yuri had been nice enough to excuse her from working with the rest, telling her she could come back to finish the last of her tasks when everyone was gone.


  Was she a threat to the club, MJ wondered as she squeezed a drop of cleaning gel into her rag before moving on to the other wheel of Yuri’s bike. What kind of trouble could someone like her cause? She was no one. And though James did hate her, it was unlikely he’d come after her. He would probably be glad to know he was rid of her.


  A movement caught her eye and MJ froze, her hands tightening around her rag.


  A shadow fell over her, followed by footsteps.


  MJ whirled around, her hand raised in defense.


  It was Helios.


  MJ’s breath swooshed out of her, and she pressed her hand hard to her chest, trying to calm her heartbeat. “You startled me. I thought you were an intruder.”


  The shocked look on MJ’s face had Helios gritting his teeth simply because he found it attractive. Practically everything MJ did had become attractive to him, Helios thought violently, and he didn’t fucking like it. He was like her stalker now. He – Helios Andreadis, the biker every girl wanted to have riding her in bed, panting after a little girl who had secret crushes like she was still in middle school!


  Helios gazed disdainfully at what she was holding. “What would you have done if I were an intruder? Beaten me with a rag?”


  She looked down at what she was holding. Oh. Drat it. She was holding a rag. MJ grimaced. Why did history have a knack for repeating the worst possible moments? Why couldn’t it be the best, like last night?


  The thought, coming out of nowhere, immediately had her blushing.


  Helios caught sight of MJ’s pink cheeks. “What is it?”


  “Yuri…”


  “Don’t say his name.”


  Helios’ icy voice took her by surprise. “Wh-what is it?”


  In a few swift strides, he was standing right next to her, and MJ’s breath caught when Helios gripped her arms hard. “You’re hurting me,” she gasped.


  “What do you think you’re doing to me?” Helios snarled. “You’ve turned my life upside down. You think you’re going to get away with it?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re saying!”


  His hold tightened. “Why are you here?”


  “Yuri—” And then she couldn’t speak, Helios’ lips crushing hers in a punishingly hard kiss. Dimly, she knew it was not meant to give her pleasure, but it didn’t matter. This was Helios. The man who had given her hope all these years. His kiss, however it was given, would always bring her pleasure.


  She did not even think of saying no, did not even think of trying to struggle or reject his touch. Instead, she opened her mouth to receive his kiss, her body shuddering when his kiss immediately became bolder, his tongue plundering her mouth as if he did not want to leave any part of her unclaimed.


  When he lifted his head, his golden eyes blazed down at her. “Is he your secret crush?” Before she could answer, Helios shook her twice as he demanded again, “Is he?”


  She wetted her lips. “Yuri…”


  “I told you not to say his name,” Helios growled just before kissing her again. His fingers sank into her hair, gripping it, pulling her head back so he could kiss her more deeply.


  It might only be fury fueling his passion, but she didn’t care. His kisses set her on fire, and she just wanted more. She wanted everything he wanted to give her, and so her arms went around his neck, tightening, her mouth soft and plaint under his, her tongue moving gently and sweetly against the fiercer strokes of his tongue.


  “What are you doing to me?” Helios gritted out, the sweetness of her kiss undoing him. Guilt stabbed him at the way she gave herself to him so beautifully even after he had shamed her in public. Here he was, practically attacking her, and yet she was so wonderfully responsive in his arms.


  “Look at me,” he commanded when he released her mouth. Breathing hard, he waited for her beautiful violet eyes to focus on him. “It doesn’t fucking matter if Yuri is your secret crush. You got that?”


  She had a hard time understanding him. In the circle of his arms, surrounded by his heat and passion, all she could think of was how long it would take before he kissed her again. Before he touched her again and made her come.


  “Answer me!” Unable to stop himself, he bent his head and sucked on her lower lip hungrily.


  She gasped, her body shaking at the unexpected sensation that tore through her.


  “Yuri will never be yours, so forget about him. He’s betrothed.”


  The news stunned her, but she only looked at Helios, not really knowing what to say. Yuri’s betrothal meant nothing to her. It was Helios who mattered, but she had a feeling he wouldn’t welcome such a declaration.


  Someone knocked on the garage’s back door. “Anyone there?” It was Yuri’s voice.


  Her eyes widened. When Helios only looked at her, she opened her mouth to answer but the next thing she knew, Helios had pushed her to the floor, his hand covering her mouth. His body would have crushed hers completely if he did not have the reflexes to brace for his fall, his weight resting on one bent arm.


  Helios took his hand off her mouth but swiftly replaced it with his lips.


  Her eyes flew wide open. Yuri was about to come in any moment. Didn’t he know that? She started to struggle in earnest then, but it only made Helios kiss her harder. His hands made short work of her clothes, pulling her tank top up, her bra down, and then he was cupping both her breasts with his large hands.


  She moaned against his mouth, her body bucking against his.


  The doorknob rattled. “Anyone in there? I forgot something inside, and I don’t have my key with me.”


  Yuri’s words had her regaining her senses. She tried to push Helios off, but he retaliated by moving his head down and taking one nipple into his mouth. MJ bit her lip to keep herself from screaming. His mouth moved expertly on her breast, knowing exactly how to play and kiss with her nipple until she was writhing against him.


  Was Yuri still outside?


  She knew she should care, knew she should stop Helios, but oh God, it was impossible when he was kissing her so.


  When Helios moved to her other nipple, worshipping it in the same addictive way, her surrender was complete.


  Helios almost growled with triumph when he felt MJ’s hands relaxing and then moving towards his head. When she gripped his hair and actually arched her body towards him, he knew that he had her bent completely to his will. In this moment, her secret crush no longer existed. Yuri no longer existed. He was the only one that existed for MJ, and that was how he fucking wanted it.


  He rewarded her surrender by biting her nipple, just hard enough for the pain to cause pleasure, and she jerked against him with every bite. His extremely rigid cock knocked against his jeans, and Helios knew he had to have more of MJ before his cock drove him crazy.


  Reluctantly releasing her nipple, he bestowed one gentle kiss on each pink tip before kissing his way down. “Sssh,” he murmured when he felt her stiffening as he worked on the buttons of her jeans. Squeezing her thigh in reassurance, Helios unbuttoned her jeans and pulled it off.


  When her legs were completely bare, he ran his hands over her silken thighs reverently, loving the feel of them. She was the sexiest little thing he had ever seen, and his cock ached more painfully at the sight.


  MJ inhaled sharply when she felt Helios nuzzling her cotton-covered flesh. She couldn’t believe this was really happening, but she wished at the same time it wouldn’t stop.


  She felt herself holding her breath again as he slowly pulled her panties out of the way. When he brought his face close to her sensitive flesh and took a deep breath, inhaling her scent, MJ hastily covered her mouth so she could scream against her hand.


  And then she screamed and screamed because without any warning, he was suddenly licking her. There. Long, lush strokes. Swift, rough strokes. So many combinations that there was no way to predict how he would torture her next.


  She clutched his head as her legs parted wide open, shameless in her need for him. She wanted more of his tongue on her pussy. Oh, God, how she wanted more.


  Her uninhibited response tempted Helios so badly. He was so close to forgetting everything and wanted to just sink his cock into her. But he managed to restrain himself, knowing this was not the right place. If he was going to claim her, it would not be on the fucking floor of his garage. He wouldn’t take her like she was just anyone. Because she wasn’t.


  She was everything he could not have – would not have.


  But for now, she was his.


  Her tiny sensual gasps told Helios she was near. Pushing his hands under her sweet curvy bottom, his fingers dug into the cheeks of her butt to bring her flesh up. He tongued her harder now. Faster. Rougher. He wanted her wild. So fucking wild that she would forget about everything.


  Her hands dropped to the side.


  She screamed, the kind of scream that only someone out of her mind with desire could scream, the kind that someone who no longer fucking cared about her secret crush could scream.


  She was his.


  She was his now, and Helios moved up so he could give MJ her reward. His lips closed over her clitoris. And then he started to suck.


  The orgasm came out of nowhere, exploding with such strength she could have sworn she had really seen stars. She gasped, screamed, and moaned, torrents of pleasure gushing into her body over and over as Helios didn’t stop sucking on her clitoris.


  Her eyes drifted closed as the tiny tremors in her body slowed. She vaguely felt Helios moving, and she couldn’t help but shiver when he touched her sensitive flesh, even if it was only to clean her up. Her eyes opened when he started to dress her. He gazed back at her, his eyes intense but unreadable, never leaving her face even as he got her back in her underwear and jeans.


  When it was over, Helios helped her to her feet.


  And then he said harshly, “Never get close to Yuri.”


  Yuri again. Did he think she was not good enough for Yuri? The same way he didn’t seem to think she was good enough for him except for a quick…encounter? She said without thinking, “Try to stop me.”


  Chapter Nine


  



  “Try to stop me.” She moaned the words out just before knocking her head against the table. Thrice. “What the heck was I thinking, saying that?”


  Yuri had no answer. He was too busy laughing.


  She glared. He was Yuri Athanas. He was supposed to be everyone’s knight in shining armor. He was supposed to help her, not laugh at her.


  When he finally recovered, Yuri saw that MJ was giving him a nasty look. With her shoulder-length hair tied back in pigtails – her payment for losing a bet to his younger sister – she looked more like an angry preschooler than someone who had been able to enslave one of the world’s most popular and hottest bike racers.


  “I’m sorry.” His lips twitched as he spoke the words and he had to stop, feeling like he was about to be overcome with laughter once more.


  MJ knocked her head against the table for the fourth time. “What am I going to do, Yuri? He hates me even more now, and it’s all your fault.”


  The childish accusation only made Yuri smile. It had been a long time since he and the others were exposed to such innocence. Even Hallie was not this open or honest, and it was probably why his sister was just as fond of MJ as the rest of them.


  “It’s not my fault and you know it.”


  “He thinks you’re my secret crush.” MJ was able to say it out loud since she and Yuri were alone in the garage. The rest of the club was out racing.


  “You should have told him the truth.”


  “No way! Can you just imagine how he’d react?” She mimicked Helios’ perfectly clipped tone as she said in a gruff voice, “Who the fuck do you think you are? I. Am. Helios. Andreadis. The President. El Presidente. Shachou. Zong Tong. Il Presi—”


  Yuri shook his head and said severely, “You are making fun of him now. Are you truly sure he is your secret crush?”


  She couldn’t help but laugh. Whenever Yuri allowed his guard to be completely down, his English would go from casual to formal, his accent thickening. It was quite cute, really.


  Yuri frowned. “And now you are laughing at me.” He gave her a gentle nudge on the shoulder. “Enough wasting time. Go practice.”


  “Tyrant,” she mumbled even though she was already heading back to Yuri’s bike. She had woken up early this morning with a brilliant idea: she would conquer her fear of bikes and this would be her big love confession to Helios.


  But now that she was here, having to actually ride a bike, it didn’t seem that brilliant of an idea.


  “Whatever you are thinking right now, stop it,” he commanded firmly. “You are the master of this beast, not the other way around.” He forced her hands to grip the handlebars. “Keep your hands there until you are used to all the sounds and vibrations this beast is making.”


  Looking at MJ tremble as she tried to stay calm on an unmoving bike, Yuri acknowledged the fact that she was not, at first glance, what would seem like the perfect companion for Helios. He knew that by letting her into their club, he had taken a huge risk. If she ended up hurting Helios for whatever reason, Yuri would never forgive himself.


  But what if it was the other way around? The chance of MJ healing the wounds in Helios’ heart was a risk worth taking, surely?


  “I want to puke,” MJ whispered.


  “Control it.” He knew he was being too tough on her, but he had a feeling it was the only way to help her get past her fears. She looked terrified now. Vulnerable. At that moment, it struck him that he was also taking a risk with her. What if Helios ended up hurting MJ? Was he doing the right thing, pairing someone so innocent with someone made dark and bitter by the past?


  Did MJ even know who Helios Andreadis really was? Yuri wondered. Did she truly understand what kind of man Helios was, even when he was still a boy, to have found the courage to move halfway across the world and build a billion-dollar empire all on his own?


  Looking at MJ, Yuri knew that it didn’t really matter. MJ understood Helios in a way that none of them did, and she had a connection with the president that none of them could ever have. The only thing they had to work on was making Helios accept that MJ would not weaken him. Rather, she would be his greatest strength.


  Easier said than done, Yuri thought a moment later when a customized silver Icon Sheene came roaring in, with a cold-looking Helios at the helm. A moment later, a bright pink Hubless Harley Davidson shot inside the garage, its driver expertly showing off as she made a 360-degree twist in the air before parking next to Helios’ bike.


  Yuri slowly released his hold on MJ’s hands.


  This…was not going to be good.


  Three days later, and MJ was of the same mind.


  “Horrible flirt,” she seethed out loud as she banged Helios’ pillows against each other, pretending it was Helios and Astrid Vergara’s heads she was knocking together. She hated them. She really hated them!


  Unable to help it, MJ peered outside Helios’ bedroom window. All the officers were there, including Helios, and they were still practicing their routine with everyone’s favorite biker chick, Astrid.


  Her teeth snapped together as she stalked away from the window. Astrid was so full of it! Did she really think she was the only one who could get her bike to do all sorts of tricks in the air?


  MJ’s shoulders slumped.


  Astrid might not be the only one who could perform tricks with her bike, but there was no way MJ could replicate those tricks. Not even one of them, and certainly not in time for the Sports Illustrated feature on the club.


  MJ collapsed on Helios’ bed. If she didn’t do something soon, this was what she was doomed to do forever. Clean Helios’ bedroom and make up his bed so some other girl could enjoy it with him.


  It was almost eight in the morning when MJ was done with all of the officers’ bedrooms. When she got to the kitchen, she found Leandro Christopoulos and Bobby Granger inside it, making out. The girl was seated on one of the counter’s stools while her boyfriend was on his feet, head bent down and kissing her very thoroughly.


  The Greek biker, according to Hallie, used to be one of Greece’s most notorious playboys, being the son of a powerful politician and heir to a billion-dollar fortune. Tall, dark-haired, and blue eyed, Leandro Christopoulos was gorgeous by anyone’s standards, and MJ could see why girls in the uni were so enamored with him.


  Bobby Granger, on the other hand, was just as popular but for the opposite reasons. She had recently been awarded Young Philanthropist of the Year and was known to be very snarky. A green-eyed redhead who wore glasses and had a preference for business-like clothes (she was the only one who attended the get-together party for first years in a three-piece corporate suit), Bobby was no biker chick, but she didn’t seem to have any trouble handling her man.


  “I’m sorry,” MJ gasped even though deep inside, she was wondering how Bobby Granger was able to do it. She did not seem to be anything like Astrid, but it was obvious to anyone looking that Leandro had it bad for her. What was Bobby’s secret?


  “Please do not leave on our account,” Leandro said gallantly when he saw the club’s photographer backing away. Sensing her hesitation, he smiled and said gently, “I was just here telling my mégaira not to be too jealous while I practice my routine with female riders.”


  His mégaira only rolled her eyes. “What he means is he would rather I stay here, away from other men, because he gets jealous sooooo easily.”


  Leandro said simply, “That, too.” He caressed Bobby’s cheek with his knuckles. “So be a good girl and stay here, hmm? You will be amply rewarded later if so.”


  Bobby turned red. “God, you’re so…” She threw her hands up. “Just go!” But she couldn’t stop herself from smiling as she watched her boyfriend leave.


  Turning back, she saw that MJ was still hovering uncertainly by the doorway. She grimaced. “Am I in your way here? Please be honest. I can just camp out in another room—”


  MJ hastily shook her head. “Not at all. I’m just here to, well…” She smiled sheepishly. “This is where I hang out when I don’t have stuff to do.”


  “Then let’s hang out together,” Bobby said promptly, waving the shy girl to come and sit next to her. She was insanely curious about MJ Cartwright. Leandro had said the girl and the club’s president, the aloof-looking Helios Andreadis, had a thing. It was quite unbelievable. The two could not look more like opposites, but then, weren’t she and Leandro the same?


  “So…where are the other girls?” Leandro had also told her about the club’s so-called volunteers, which in Bobby’s mind translated to in-house groupies. No way was she going to let Leandro stay here, not even for a night.


  “If they don’t have classes or tasks, they’re usually hanging out in the sun room.”


  “And you don’t hang out with them?”


  MJ shrugged awkwardly.


  Bobby patted her hand comfortingly. “That’s okay. I totally understand. You’re probably too innocent for them, and just looking at you makes those girls feel ashamed of their sluttish ways.”


  MJ choked back a laugh. Growing up, she never had a chance to have any friends from the same sex. No one in her school had wanted to be friends with her, knowing MJ’s background, and at home, all of the visitors she received were James’ biker pals.


  Hallie had been her first female friend, and right now it seemed like Bobby could be the second.


  She said shyly, “You and Leandro look very good together.”


  Bobby seemed pleased. “Thanks for saying that. I’m sure you know we fight like cats and dogs all the time. But it’s not really that bad between us.”


  MJ hesitated, the other girl’s words reminding her of the time when the uni was rife with gossip about the two weeks Leandro had spent in Greece being photographed with numerous women while Bobby remained here, pining for him.


  She said haltingly, “Do you ever worry…about Leandro liking another girl?”


  A shadow fell over Bobby’s face, making MJ say quickly, “I’m sorry. You don’t have to…”


  Bobby shook her head. “Nah, it’s cool. I know you didn’t ask it idly.” She chewed on her lip, considering her words carefully. “I worry, but…I like to think I’m worth worrying about, too. So you know, it’s his loss. I won’t go after him. And I didn’t go after him when that happened.” She looked at MJ. “I hope you know…you are worth worrying over, too.”


  Chapter Ten


  



  Helios was about to kill someone. He knew, of course, that he was the only one who felt like that. Everyone around him was in the mood to celebrate. For tonight’s party, the yard had been transformed into an outdoor club, with a professional DJ in charge of the music and strobe lights installed to create just the right kind of mood.


  But he didn’t give a fuck. Tonight was said to be the hottest party of the year, as far as students of Christopoulos University were concerned, but Helios didn’t give a fuck. All he knew was that he wanted to kill someone. Right now.


  It was a toss-up between Kellion and Yuri, with how they allowed MJ to fawn all over them. His teeth gnashed together. Just thinking about her was enough to make his mood worsen. She was the one he really wanted to kill. For days now, she had been ignoring him. She had the fucking gall to ignore him, and she had done it so subtly that Helios had thought he was going mad, wondering if it was all in his mind.


  Yesterday, they had bumped into each other in the hallway and before he could say anything, she had been running away. “So late for school,” she had gasped over her shoulder without looking back.


  Of course, he knew now that was a big fat fucking lie.


  The other day, she had been trying to clean the top of the living room’s ceiling-high windows. He had asked her – he even had the generosity to ask her if she needed help, and what the fuck did she do? She packed her retractable ladder and duster out of the way and ran out of the room. “Vertigo,” she had gasped, also over her shoulder, and also without looking back.


  That one was a fucking lie as well, but he had fallen for it, enough to order one of the rookies to buy pills for her vertigo.


  There were so many similar instances, but only now – only now, when there was no way for her to escape his company, that everything was coming together.


  It was his fucking birthday, and she hadn’t even come to greet him. When everyone sang him a birthday song, he had watched her. And he had seen her fucking mouth the song, like he wasn’t worth wasting her voice over.


  Who the hell did she think she was, not singing ‘happy birthday’ to him?


  And now…


  Rage enveloped him as he watched MJ smile, chat, and trade jokes while she took snapshots of everyone but him. This was his damn birthday party, and she was taking everyone’s photos but him. Was she fucking for real?


  “You should have a photo too, moro mou,” Kellion urged.


  Helios’ gaze moved towards his dessert fork. Would Kellion survive if he poked his eye with the fork? Kellion should know better than to flirt with a woman who belonged to him. And what the fuck was up with Kellion, calling his girl ‘moro mou’? MJ was not his love. She was…


  Fuck!


  He didn’t like where his thoughts were straying.


  “Give me that cam,” Kellion said. “I’ll take a photo of you and Yuri as a souvenir of the old man’s party.”


  Old man? Kellion was referring to him as an old man? Helios was just one fucking year older than him. Did that make him fucking old?


  “I don’t want to have my photo taken.”


  “Just one, come on. Be a good sport and pose.”


  “Pose?” MJ repeated blankly.


  “Do anything except stand there like a zombie,” Kellion said, rolling his eyes.


  Aware for some time now of the deadly glances directed his way, Yuri said solemnly, “How about sitting on my lap and pretending to be—”


  Before MJ could answer, she was suddenly spun around, and she found herself facing Helios.


  MJ gulped.


  She gulped not because of the anger flashing in his golden eyes and not because the hard look on his face promised retribution. She gulped simply because it had been days since she had allowed herself to look at Helios – to really look at him and now that she did, it was like that first day all over again.


  Helios’ long golden hair was tied back like usual, but for once, he wasn’t wearing his usual shirt and jeans. Instead, he wore a white blazer, a striped shirt underneath, and matching trousers. Most likely at Kellion’s insistence, since the vice president also happened to be the club’s unofficial fashion plate.


  His sophisticated clothing drove home two essential facts: he was indeed the most gorgeous man in her eyes, and he would not be the kind – as Bobby put it – to “worry over” MJ.


  She said a quick prayer in her mind.


  Dear Lord, do not make me drool. Please Lord, do not!


  Helios was still gazing at her, which made her restless. Did he know that looking at her so intensely like that caused everyone to stare at them?


  Taking a deep breath, she said weakly, “Happy birthday.” She was guiltily aware of the fact that she had not greeted him the entire day. With so many people greeting him – it had not escaped her jealous heart the number of cards, flowers, and all sorts of gifts from his female admirers that had arrived since this morning – MJ knew that he probably wouldn’t have noticed that one of the volunteers in his club had failed to do so.


  Instead of thanking her for the greeting then moving away, Helios said coldly, “I’d like to talk you in private.”


  And then he was dragging her away with him, back into the club’s main building. She could feel everyone looking at them, but no one said a word, not one of them – not even any of the girls – tried to stop them. But then, Helios looked frighteningly intimidating right now. He might not be scowling, but the tension in his body was palpable, and it made her MJ feel nervous and tense in return.


  She expected him to take her to the library, which was usually where infractions against the club’s rules were discussed, but instead he took her all the way up.


  To the penthouse floor.


  Where his bedroom was.


  He flung the door open and pulled her inside. The door slammed shut behind them, and the next thing she knew, he had thrown her on his bed, and he was looming over her.


  “You didn’t greet me the entire day.”


  Her eyes widened. “Y-you know?”


  “Are you fucking kidding me?” he snarled. “I know everything about you. Everything. When I’m not with you, I’m watching you. I’m obsessed with you. I want you with me all the time. Every fucking moment.”


  Her head was whirling at Helios’ words. She couldn’t believe what he was saying.


  “And you dare,” he said grimly, “you fucking dare to avoid me.”


  “I didn’t think you’d notice.” With uncharacteristic bitterness, she said, “After all, most of the time you’re with her.” MJ’s voice cracked. “Astrid.”


  Her words were entirely revealing, and it left Helios looking at her broodingly. She had been jealous. All this time, all these days she had driven him out of his mind with jealous fury, it had been the same for her. She was jealous. Did that mean she no longer liked her secret crush? No longer liked…Yuri?


  Looking at her with hooded eyes, Helios finally started to notice the little things about her that changed. The hurt in her gaze that she tried to hide, the dark bags under her eyes that testified to sleepless nights, the wary note in her voice, and the trembling of her body, the effect of his closeness to her…even though she had tried hard to pretend she was indifferent to him.


  “Astrid is nothing for you to be concerned of,” he said roughly. His body was beginning to stir. He tried to control it, but his cock was already erect and trying to burst out of his trousers. No surprise there when it was always how he felt when thinking about MJ.


  MJ was gazing at him with unusual scorn on her face.


  It took him aback, unused to anyone questioning him. Only she did that. Only MJ. He bit out, “I mean it, you distrustful little brat.”


  She answered him in a roundabout way, muttering, “Astrid rides very well, doesn’t she?” Translation: Of course you’d like her more than you’d ever like me. She’s a biker chick. I’m…not even a chick.


  MJ’s expressive face told him exactly what she was thinking, and Helios’ lips twitched. “She does ride well, probably better than you could ever ride in your lifetime.”


  She gasped.


  He only gazed at her with a bland look on his gorgeous face.


  But then she felt it.


  Something hard and insistent, something that was rubbing and vibrating practically all on its own against her belly.


  Helios was having a hard time concentrating now. The scent of MJ was getting to him, her softness seducing him. She was in his bedroom, alone. His blood heated at the thought, and it was all he could do not to tear her clothes off her beautiful body and take her. Claim her. Possess her.


  MJ heard herself saying, “I don’t think so.”


  He said hoarsely, “You don’t think what?” It was so fucking hard not to move, not to rub his cock against her sweet little pussy. Would it be moist, warm, and ready for him? God, he hoped so.


  Oh my God, was she going to really do this? Was she really going to say this?


  Slowly, she raised her eyes to Helios. He was staring at her with need in his eyes, and the evidence of his desire – of his need for her – gave MJ the courage to take the plunge. Mouth dry, she whispered, “I don’t think she’s better than me in every way…I think…I think I can ride you…better than she ever can.”


  For one moment, sexual tension, powerful and silent, dominated the room.


  And then with a hiss, Helios crushed her mouth under him, his body settling over hers. He growled against her lips, “No fucking way will I let you go now.”


  Chapter Eleven


  



  The swiftness with which Helios got rid of her clothes took her breath away. But she should have expected it, really. Helios was the type of man who, upon making up his mind, acted without delay. A man of action, and oh dear God, the kind of action their nakedness promised had MJ torn between running away and gasping in excitement.


  There was no time to feel embarrassed at her nakedness. Helios was also naked now, and his nudity had completely taken over her mind.


  “Are you on the Pill?” Helios hoped to God she would answer yes.


  She nodded. “The school nurse prescribed it for my period.” Her voice was distracted. She couldn’t stop herself from staring at Helios’ naked body. She had always known he would be sexy and muscular, but the reality of his body was way, way, oh my God, it was so much better than anything her imagination had been able to come up with.


  He was tanned all over, and she couldn’t help but gulp at what that meant. Her heart twisted a little at the thought that other people had seen his naked body, but she pushed the thought away. That was before. What mattered was now.


  Slowly, her gaze lowered, and she swallowed convulsively at the sight of his cock. That was what had been pressing against her belly a while ago. It was…large. Long. Hard. She tried not to measure it, but her mind was stubborn, and she bit her lip when she realized that his cock was past one foot. She tried to measure it again visually. Oh my God, it was past one foot.


  MJ raised panicked eyes to Helios.


  Her worry reached him, and he asked hoarsely, “What is it?” The way she had been staring at him with such innocent hunger had him wanting to just take her. No preliminaries, no foreplay, just his cock driving into her pussy to break past her hymen and claim her.


  But he controlled the urge with inhuman effort. He had to take this slow. He wanted to give her everything because he was damn well going to be her only lover.


  “You…” She waved vaguely towards his cock. “Are you sure?”


  He chuckled hoarsely, understanding her question. “Hell, yes.” He crossed the room and felt her tremble as the bed dipped under his weight. He parted her thighs, and after a moment’s hesitation, she allowed her legs to fall to the sides.


  Her courage pleased him, and he gave her a sweet short kiss for it. “You’re amazing, brat.”


  When he lifted his head, she could only look at him with mute desire.


  He settled between her thighs, and her body started trembling again. “Sssh…it’s going to be okay.” He started kissing her face, raining them softly and sweetly over her face until he could feel her relaxing, her arms shyly going around his neck.


  He kissed her lips, taking the time to woo her tongue into mating with his, and his body clenched with need when she started kissing him back, her tongue sliding against his. When he raised his head, she lifted hers, too, in order to suck on his lower lip.


  He groaned. “That feels so good.” He nibbled his way down her throat, lingering on where her vein pulsed. MJ’s little cries of pleasure made him start rubbing and thrusting against her as he sucked on her neck.


  MJ twisted under Helios’ wonderfully heavy body, unable to get enough of the friction caused by the rough and hard slide of his cock against the folds of her flesh. She wanted more, but how? It felt so good, but she had a feeling it could be better. But how?


  She wound her arms more tightly around his neck. “Please…”


  “Say my name,” he whispered.


  The words were unexpected, and she looked at him dazedly.


  He remembered the last time she did, and this time his arrogance caused Helios to feel guilty. “I’m sorry, brat. I was an asshole then. But I’d love it if you say my name now.” He raised himself up and gently pressed a kiss on her forehead. “Please.”


  His sweetness left her undone, and she whispered, “Helios.”


  He shuddered. “I want you to cry my name out over and over, each time I please you.”


  “Yes, Helios.”


  She said it with such beautiful earnestness it was all he could do not to sink his cock into her. Gritting his teeth as he did his best to control his passion, Helios resumed building her pleasure with kisses and caresses. He worshipped her breasts one at a time, sucking her nipples, playing with them with his lips, teeth, and tongue until she was crying out his name like he needed her to.


  Moving down, he slowly put her legs over his shoulders. “Trust me.”


  “Yes, Helios.”


  Those words were going to kill him. So fucking sweet.


  He lifted her up to him and started eating her.


  She cried out, “Helios!”


  But he didn’t stop. And she didn’t really want him to stop. It was incredible, the way he was thrusting his tongue in and out of her warmth. The pleasure had her gasping and crying, and her hands swept over his back restlessly. She felt so out of control.


  But still he didn’t stop, his tongue working relentlessly against her pussy, as if its only goal was to make her come with the most powerful orgasm.


  “Helios!” Oh God. His tongue had moved up, playing with her clitoris now, tip against tip, the same time he slid one finger into her. The sensation of being penetrated was unfamiliar but beautiful. She wanted more, and oh God, how he gave her more, with the way he started thrusting his finger in and out.


  “Please!” Her hands went back to his shoulders, and her fingers dug deep into his back, marking him.


  Her sexy little pleas were fast pushing him towards the edge. He had to make her come, had to make her come so hard that she would not be hurt when his cock finally owned her pussy.


  He slid a second finger in the same time he started sucking hard on her nub. She came while screaming his name, and her legs tightened reflexively around his shoulders. Helios didn’t stop sucking, didn’t stop thrusting his fingers in.


  When he could feel the tremors of pleasure starting to slow down, that was the only time he lifted himself up. “It’s time,” he told her hoarsely. “You ready?”


  She whispered, “Always.”


  So. Damn. Sweet.


  Taking her lips for a kiss that told her what he could never make himself say with words, Helios slowly guided his cock into her. She was tight, the tightest pussy he had ever taken, and he knew then he would never tire of her pussy.


  He stopped when he encountered her hymen, and he broke the kiss to tell her rawly, “I’m going to have to hurt you a little.”


  “It’s okay, Helios.” She said the words with a tremulous smile even though her nervousness was written all over her face.


  Her braveness made him want her even more. Not wanting her to suffer from waiting, he pushed in, hard. He gasped as his cock broke past the barrier while under him, her eyes widened at the pain of his penetration.


  “Helios.”


  “Sorry, brat…it’s not going to hurt after this, I promise.” He waited tensely for the signs that her body was beginning to accommodate him, making sure to keep his body still while waiting. MJ was just as tense under him, and he tried to soothe her by raining more kisses on her face, murmuring words of comfort as he nibbled and sucked on her lips.


  All the while he thought of his cock nestled snugly in her beautifully tight little pussy.


  Soon, the signs started to come. The flexing of her inner muscles, the loosening of her thighs, and finally, her hips started to move the tiniest inch.


  He responded by delving his hands under her bottom. He pulled out and then pushed back in the same time he lifted her up by her bottom to meet his thrust.


  “Oh.” She knew that having him thrust in and out of her would feel sensational, but she had not realized it would feel this good. There was no word for it, this magic he worked on her body as his cock slid in and out, claiming her body over and over with each thrust.


  But soon, she realized she wanted more, and he seemed to know it right away. She heard him groan her name. “MJ.” It was his first time to say it, and then there was no time to think. His thrusts became more forceful, his chest rubbing deliciously against her bare breasts every time he pounded into her.


  The thrusts of his cock were so hard and powerful it had her sinking into the bed, but she wanted more. She wanted everything. His hips moved furiously over hers and she tried to keep up, as desperate as he was to keep building the pressure between them.


  The bed moved with each thrust, and knowing this only gave her a forbidden thrill. “Helios. Helios. Helios.” She couldn’t stop chanting his name. When he threw her legs over his shoulders, rising to his knees so he could thrust into her more deeply, that was when she lost it.


  “HELIOS!” The scream of pleasure burst out of her, but it did not stop Helios from shoving in and out of her body.


  In moments, he, too, started to come, and he gritted out her name as his seed burst out of his cock. He kept pounding into her even as he came, jetting out cum that filled her pussy to the brim, causing the liquid to slowly dribble down her thighs.


  As Helios recovered from the most powerful orgasm he had ever experienced, he knew life would not be the same again. Slowly, he tipped MJ’s chin up. The dazed look in her pretty violet eyes pleased him, but he wanted more.


  He wanted all of her.


  “Remember what I told you earlier,” he said in a voice as unbreakably hard as steel.


  And in that same sweet earnest voice of hers, she said, “I’m yours, Helios.”


  The impact of her words had his body jerking. She hadn’t even tried playing coy, and it pleased him as much as it terrified him. He asked curtly, “Your secret crush? What about…him?” He almost mentioned Yuri’s name but managed to swallow it back.


  She wanted to tell him the truth, but fear held her back. Telling him the truth would give Helios too much power over her, and she wasn’t ready for that just yet. So she said softly, “Does it matter? I’m yours now.”


  “Fair enough,” he said grimly. “But I warn you, brat. I will kill anyone who touches you. So be careful of who you let close to you.”


  Chapter Twelve


  



  Task #1 for Thursday: All the officers except for Helios have morning classes. Get them up.


  MJ nodded determinedly to herself as she closed her daily planner and stuck it back in her jeans’ back pocket. She couldn’t help smiling to herself, though. She did her best to fight it, but really she was too happy. Last night’s encounters (with an S, dear Lord, with an S!) were embarrassingly fresh in her mind. Just thinking about it made her cheeks pink, her mouth dry, and her body tingle all over. The memories were literally electrifying her body, and it was all she could do not to shiver, tap dance, and twirl around all at the same time.


  She walked past Andreus’ door to check on Yuri. Andreus frequently travelled, more so than what should have been right for a college student. Just last night he had gone away again. MJ had a feeling he would have totally flunked out if Derek Christopoulos, the son of the university’s founder and chairman, wasn’t an honorary member of the club as well.


  Upon peeking inside, MJ saw Yuri’s bed was already made up and the room empty. Yuri was the only one who did that, a curious thing for a billionaire’s heir.


  She knocked on Kellion’s door next, and when no one replied, she opened the door and poked her head in. “Kellion?”


  No answer.


  She walked inside and saw the club’s vice president lying on his back. Like the other officers, Kellion liked sleeping in the buff. Looking at his muscular half-naked body, MJ wondered why the sight of it didn’t do anything for her. But if this was Helios?


  Her toes curled, and sighing dreamily, she headed to the windows and drew the blinds up. She said over her shoulder, “Good morning, Kellion!”


  He didn’t stir.


  MJ headed back to the bed, hands planted on her hips. “Good morning, Kellion.”


  Nothing.


  Since she was in a very good mood, she generously decided to give him another chance. “Gooooood morning, Kellion.”


  Nope, still no reaction.


  She took a deep breath.


  “AAAH AAAH AAAH…”


  Kellion jerked awake as the most terrible sound invaded his dreams. It sounded like a cross between a weeping walrus and a hiccupping hippopotamus, and the strange creature was singing, of all things, the lyric-less solo of The Little Mermaid.


  He slammed his pillow over his head, trying to mute the God-awful noise.


  MJ pulled the pillow away, singing more loudly. If she were honest, she was actually doing her best not to sing out of tune. Guessing by Kellion’s tortured expression, she had not succeeded. “Aaaaah aaah aaahh….aaah aaah aaah….”


  Kellion threw his pillow to the floor. Cracking one eye open, he said with a scowl, “You know what? I think you sing better when you’re having sex.”


  MJ gasped.


  He smiled evilly. “I think you forgot how thin our walls are. Lemme see…I think you liked calling the President’s name out…” In a falsetto voice, he said, “Oh, Helios. Please, Helios.”


  MJ covered her ears. “I don’t want to hear anything.”


  He said more loudly, “Oh, yes, there…oh my God, I can’t…so good…”


  Running to the door, she said without looking back, “Breakfast in fifteen minutes!” MJ slammed the door shut, breathing hard. She could feel her face burning. Why, oh, why had she forgotten that the others might be able to hear her?


  Slowly, she climbed down the stairs and headed to the kitchen.


  All the girls there were glaring at her.


  MJ blinked.


  “Oh, hi, MJ. You’re up,” MJ heard Hallie remark in a cheerful voice. The other girl bustled past her and caught sight of the glaring expressions on the other girls’ faces.


  Hallie made a face. “Don’t be petty, girls. You win some, you lose some.” She looked at MJ and, seeing the confusion on her friend’s face, she said with twinkling eyes, “They hate you because you’re the President’s girl now.”


  Booooooo. The girls looked like they wanted to throw knives at her as they expressed their dissatisfaction.


  MJ cringed. “Y-you know, too?”


  Hallie laughed. “MJ, everyone in the club knows. The President left orders with Rayver…”


  Hearing Rayver’s name mentioned made MJ groan silently. That one was the world’s most talkative biker. Anything that guy knew, the whole world knew.


  “…and he told Rayver to have your stuff moved to his room by today.” Hallie beamed. “Isn’t that sweet?”


  Boooooooooo. But this time, it was accompanied with lots of pots and pans banging, feet stomping, and trays slamming against the kitchen table. When MJ saw one of the girls sharpening a knife without a chopping board, she knew it was time to leave.


  In the dining room, MJ was stunned to see Helios seated in his usual place at the head of the table. Yuri and Kellion flanked him at each side.


  His sleep-rumpled hair was tied back, and he had on a white undershirt and a pair of black board shorts. It was as if her heart stopped one full second as she looked at him, filled as she was with such awed pleasure. Even dressed plainly, Helios Andreadis had the kind of presence that made anyone sit up and notice.


  Suddenly, Helios stopped talking to Kellion and turned to her, his gaze right away finding hers. His eyes were unreadable, his face expressionless. And then he crooked his finger towards her, a silent command that was clear as day. Come here.


  Everyone turned in her direction.


  MJ paled. Oh, drat. Had she done something wrong?


  Helios impatiently waited for MJ, who seemed to be dragging her feet to get to him. This only made him even more irritable. He had hated waking up and not finding MJ in his bed, and his already erect cock had hated it even more.


  MJ was already dressed for classes, in her usual combination of checkered polo, tank top, jeans, and sneakers. She was freshly showered, too, her hair still wet, making Helios wonder with a frown what time she had woken up. Did she really think things wouldn’t change now that she was his?


  When she reached him, he said calmly, “Take a seat.”


  Take a seat…where? MJ looked around for a vacant chair, but Helios tugged on her wrist, making her look back at him.


  He patted his lap.


  Her eyes widened.


  Behind her, MJ heard Kellion choke, and she realized that the dining hall had gone silent.


  Helios was still gazing at her. “Sit.”


  Slowly, she…sat.


  Her back was stiff, and only the edge of her bottom was perched on his lap. Helios tugged on her hair, and when she turned around, his hand curled around her nape to urge MJ to bend her head close as his mouth caught hers in a long, drugging kiss. MJ gasped, her eyes closing as the hairs of her skin stood up at the unexpected onslaught on her senses. His kiss made it impossible to think. She could only respond, her arms wounding around his neck.


  “Give me your tongue,” he breathed against her lips.


  Whimpering at the blunt request, she did as asked even knowing that everyone would have heard him.


  Only when they heard dishes crashing to the floor, followed by a loud sob as one of the volunteers ran out of the room, did Helios slowly lift his head.


  “Poor girl,” Kellion murmured. “She really thought Mr. Sunshine here would have remained public property.”


  MJ barely heard him, her head still clouded by a haze of passion. She saw Helios smiling at her, and it was a breathtaking sight.


  There was another crash of dishes, another girl running away.


  Kellion shook his head in mock dismay. “So many hearts crushed.”


  Helios ignored the others, his attention completely focused on MJ. Satisfaction, to the point of exultance, filled him at the knowledge that he finally had MJ on his lap, and she was his to command, his to possess…his to do whatever he wanted. And right now, all he truly desired to do was lock her in his room and satiate his lust for her beautiful body.


  Helios pulled her against him suddenly, causing MJ to fall back, her breasts squashed against his chest. Immediately, she felt something stir under her. MJ turned red, realizing what it was.


  Helios didn’t seem to care. He bit the outer lobe of her ear, making her shiver, and MJ shivered even more as he whispered to her, “From now on, you do not leave my bed until I tell you to.” He cupped her chin and nudged her to look at him. His golden eyes blazed at her. “Got it?”


  “G-got it,” she whispered even as her head whirled at the enormous change the club’s president seemed to have undergone. It was almost…almost as if he had been holding himself back all this time, but now that he had her, he wanted everyone to know she belonged to him.


  She wanted to ask him why. Why had he suddenly changed? Did it mean that he loved her? But the words were stuck in her throat as she remembered Hallie’s story. It didn’t matter why he had changed. Claiming her so publicly was a risk in itself, and she should be content that he had decided she was worth the risk.


  Unbidden, her eyes sought Yuri’s.


  Yuri only smiled at her, but he was unable to hide the unease in his gaze.


  Unease that Helios also saw…and misunderstood. A part of him whispered insidiously in his mind that history was about to repeat itself. Even if Yuri had always been a good friend to him, could their friendship keep Yuri from betraying Helios once he also had a taste of MJ’s body?


  He didn’t know the fucking answer to that, and the fact that the question had occurred to him in the first place made self-contempt rise inside Helios.


  MJ was not Odessa.


  He had to remember that.


  Chapter Thirteen


  



  “Where’s MJ?” Helios demanded a week later as he stalked into the kitchen, which was occupied by Kellion, Hallie, and Andreus.


  Andreus said mockingly, “How fucking sweet. You miss her already?”


  Helios spared his treasurer a cold glance. “Fuck off.”


  Kellion made a tsk tsk sound. “I really thought you’d have better manners now that you’re with MJ, Mr. Sunshine. But nope. You actually seem worse.” He smiled slyly. “I just saw her this morning, you know. She was the one who woke me—”


  “One more word and I’ll kill you.” He meant it. The fact that MJ was still doing her usual tasks – which included entering other men’s rooms and seeing them half-naked – was still a sore point between them. She was the President’s girl now, dammit. She no longer had to work like an ordinary volunteer.


  But MJ being MJ, with her extremely odd thoughts, she insisted on sticking with the same schedule. And when he had tried to accompany her, intending to kick everyone out of their beds just so they could get back in his, MJ had refused that, too. The only reason Helios hadn’t forced the issue was because MJ had been about to cry.


  And why the fuck was that, Helios wondered grimly. Why did she feel so strongly about her stupid duties? Was it because she was still torn between him and her not-really-a-secret-crush? He watched her all the time when they weren’t together. She and Yuri were exceptionally close, but there didn’t seem to be anything going on between them.


  But then, this was Yuri. The younger man was surely too smart to let himself be caught on CCTV trying to steal his girl.


  “I think she’s upstairs cleaning one of the rooms.” Hallie’s answer brought him back to reality.


  “Thanks,” he said briefly before he took the stairs two at a time. Andreus’ room was empty and so was Kellion’s. Yuri’s room was locked, which for a moment tempted Helios to kick the door open. If he found Yuri and MJ together inside, what would he do?


  The thought alone had his vision turning completely red for a second.


  No.


  He forced the traitorous thought out. MJ was his. She knew that. She wanted that. Even if she never said the words, it was clear with her every look, every word, every action that she wanted Helios and nobody else.


  She would not betray him like…the other woman.


  Helios forced himself to walk past Yuri’s room and headed to his. When he went inside, Helios’ breath hissed out at the realization that the room was empty. That only meant one thing then. She could be—


  The door of his bathroom opened.


  “Helios?” MJ’s shy voice curled around him like the most seductive caress. Relief and lust struck him at the same time.


  MJ’s heart jumped to her throat when no one answered her. Oh no! What if it was someone else? What if Helios had asked someone to get something from his room? One look at her and anyone would know she had been intending to seduce Helios Andreadis.


  She opened the door more widely, enough for her to see who had entered the room. MJ breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Helios. “W-why didn’t you answer me?”


  Not wanting to answer that, he asked thickly, “What are you doing there?” Desire, raw and unquenchable, rose inside him at the sight of MJ in a teensy pink bathrobe, its deep V showing off the valley of her breasts and so short it barely covered the curves of her butt.


  She smiled shyly at him. “Happy one week.”


  The robe dropped.


  Helios’ cock surged up at the sight of MJ’s nakedness. “Fuck.” In another second he was on her, his mouth taking hers, causing her to gasp.


  The feel of her naked body against his when he was fully clothed was unexpectedly erotic, and his cock ached even more painfully under his sweat pants. “Fuck,” he said feelingly, causing her to laugh shakily even as she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back.


  He was so hard it felt like his cock was taking over his mind and body, and all he wanted to do was fuck MJ over and over. This was her very first time to take the initiative in touching him. She was unbelievably shy even now, and Helios had a good idea what it cost her to do something like this. The fact that she conquered her inhibitions, for him, blew him away.


  He kissed her hungrily, his hands sweeping all over her body. He stroked her back, squeezed her breasts, and shaped her buttocks, wanting to touch every part of her.


  “You’re wearing,” she gasped out, “too many clothes.” It was hard to be coherent when Helios’ sweeping caresses had her body come alive in the most breathlessly exciting way.


  Her words made Helios chuckle hoarsely. “You’re right. Want to take them off for me?”


  She swallowed. “Yes.” Slowly, she reached for his shirt, her fingers fumbling with the hem before she could pull it off. She had to tiptoe as she did since Helios was so much taller than her. The sight of his beautiful hard chest had her swallowing again, and the temptation to kiss him was irresistible.


  Helios groaned with surprise and pleasure as MJ bent down and tentatively licked his nipple. “That feels good, brat.”


  Encouraged by his words, she made her tongue work faster at licking his nipple before starting to suck it. She was rewarded by Helios’ moan, and holding his waist, she moved to his other nipple and did the same.


  Eventually, MJ moved lower, kissing her way down until she had reached the waistband of his track pants. Slowly, she tugged it down, which immediately revealed his engorged cock. Even though they made love every night – and every day, more than once for that matter – the sight of Helios’ enormous cock still made everything inside her quiver.


  It was so unbelievably large. It was more than a foot long, for heaven’s sake! And it was hers, MJ thought with wonder. She felt giddy and possessive at the thought. Oh dear Lord, his cock was hers. For as long as they were together, his cock would be hers alone.


  Without thinking, she bent down, opened her mouth, and took him in.


  Helios’ groan was raw with pleasure as MJ’s mouth closed over the head of his cock. His fingers slid into her hair as MJ slowly worked her magic on him, sucking the head ever so gently.


  His fingers sank deeper into her hair and he applied the tiniest amount of pressure to guide and teach her what he liked. She responded eagerly, following his command, and soon her mouth was expertly sucking on his cock, taking nearly its entire length.


  His head fell back, his eyes closing at the sheer magic of her mouth. “Don’t fucking stop.”


  The words made her breasts ache with want, Helios’ own pleasure feeding her own. She tried to relax her throat, wanting to take him all the way in.


  Helios looked down, his arousal reaching a feverish point as he watched MJ’s head bob up and down his length. “I’m going to come any time now,” he said hoarsely. He meant it as a warning for her to pull away so he could deal with himself, but instead she only sucked him harder.


  Damn.


  He tried to pull away, but she shook her head without letting his cock go.


  “MJ, it’s going to be messy…”


  Her teeth scraped at the sensitive head of his cock ever so gently.


  Ah, fuck.


  Pleasure surged up from his balls, shooting into his cock, and Helios’ control snapped. Legs tense and taut, he gripped her tightly and began fucking her mouth hard. In seconds, he was coming, more than he had come with any blow job, and he looked at MJ in disbelief as she tried to swallow his cum as much as she could.


  It was the fucking sexiest thing he had ever seen.


  “You’re unbelievable,” he gasped when he slowly pulled out, his cock making a popping sound as it left her mouth. He pulled her up, and the sight of her slowly licking his come from the corner of her mouth had his cock twitching.


  I…love…


  The words burst out from nowhere, the emotions behind them terrifying in its power, and he shoved them away immediately. He would not let himself think that.


  “Helios?”


  MJ’s whisper brought him back to the present, and he saw her looking at him hesitantly. She licked her lips, and seeing it made him kiss her hard. Every fucking thing she did was so damn sexy!


  When he lifted his head, she had a hard time remembering what she had been about to say. And when he smiled at her, the rare exquisite sight of it had her sighing. Oh dear God, he was so beautiful. Was he really hers?


  “You wanna go to bed and continue it there?” Helios asked.


  The question had her blinking, and she remembered what she had been about to ask. She shook her head quickly.


  Another enchantingly shy smile appeared on MJ’s face. “I have a better idea,” she told him. She held his hand and tugged. Following her further into his luxurious bathroom, Helios saw with surprise that she had filled the tub with foamy water.


  She looked at him over her shoulder, her cheeks a becoming shade of pink as she asked, “Can I give you a bath?”


  Helios said roughly, “Try to stop me.”


  His unexpected words had her giggling, but she was still nervous as she made Helios sit in the tub. She sat behind him on the edge of the marbled seat and made Helios lean back between her legs. Grabbing the handheld showerhead, she wetted his hair and body before she slowly worked on shampooing his hair, taking the time to massage his scalp.


  Helios sighed in pleasure. “That feels good.”


  She began soaping him next, scrubbing his back and, after taking a deep breath, she slowly reached for his cock from behind. Her eyes widened and she exclaimed, “It’s already up.”


  “It always is when you’re around.”


  The words alone had her wet, and when she started stroking his cock with her soapy hand, she realized that doing so made her even wetter.


  Her caresses were a mix of sweet and painfully arousing. He gritted his teeth, trying to bear the exquisite agony of her touch. He made it as far as having her rinse him clean before his control snapped once more.


  In one quick twist, he had pulled her into the tub and she tumbled into his lap. He flipped her on her back so she was leaning against him. She gasped as he lifted her up and gasped again, her eyes flying wide open as his cock slid into her when he brought her back down.


  “Helios,” she moaned. He was lifting her up and down his cock in slow steady strokes. She wriggled her hips, wanting it to go faster, but he only laughed and easily controlled her movements by holding her hands down.


  “Easy,” he purred into her ear.


  Her whole body shuddered at his whisper. “Helios, please?”


  He asked teasingly, “Please, what?”


  It was so rare to hear such a light playful tone from Helios that she shuddered again, the knowledge that she was able to bring out such a side of him making her want him even more. “Please,” she begged. “Please…”


  “Please what?” he insisted, driving her to the brink of insanity with his controlled pace.


  “Please fuck me hard!”


  The moment the words burst out from her, Helios did exactly what she said. With a growl, he began fucking her hard, his own hips pumping furiously, his cock shoving inside her pussy harder and deeper from behind.


  She gasped as she found herself riding him wildly, her body bouncing on top of his cock.


  Bounce, shove, bounce, shove, bounce, shove.


  Everything was so raw and powerful MJ wasn’t surprised when she felt pleasure start to stir inside her body. He was so, so good at making her come so quickly!


  MJ cried his name out with each thrust, and he knew the moment when MJ reached the point of no return. Her cries had taken a desperate note, her breath quickening, her body tightening, and the walls of her pussy closing around his cock like a warm vise.


  His arm went around her so he could reach for her clit. “Come for me,” he whispered just before he started stroking her clitoris in rhythm with the thrusts of his cock.


  She screamed, coming as he commanded, and she kept on screaming as the pleasure took her over the edge. Each wave was stronger than the last one, stimulated by the relentless strokes and thrusts. Soon, she heard Helios growling his pleasure behind her. When he bit into her shoulder and squeezed her breast hard, she cried out, the unexpected mix of pain and pleasure of it making her come again a second time.


  It was around noon when she stirred from sleep. She was naked in Helios’ bed, her back against his chest, his semi-erect cock nestled between the curves of her butt. She blinked groggily several times before she remembered what had woken her up.


  Her phone.


  She reached sleepily for it on the bedside table.


  Yuri: Meet me at the garage as soon as you can. I’ve found out something about your father.


  The words felt like a bullet ripping through her heart. The past few days had been the best days of her life, but those words of Yuri made it seem like it was only a fantasy, something that never really happened.


  After deleting the message, she carefully extricated herself from Helios’ embrace before tiptoeing to his bathroom to change.


  When MJ closed the bathroom’s door behind her, Helios’ eyes opened.


  Something made him turn and reach for her phone. He checked her inbox, and his expression became shuttered when he saw that there was no recent message.


  She was hiding something from him.


  Chapter Fourteen


  



  Night had fallen and MJ could not concentrate, which was bad. She had exams tomorrow, and worse, she could feel Helios looking at her every so often. His face didn’t give anything away, but she instinctively knew that Helios was aware something was wrong.


  The club had its own study hall, and it was open for use to both bikers and volunteers. It had rows of seats and tables next to each other similar to those in libraries, and MJ was seated at one end while Helios was across the room, standing quietly next to the windows.


  His presence in the study hall was rare, making most of the girls titter in excitement. It didn’t matter to them that he was dating MJ. He was Helios Andreadis, and girls would always pant after him.


  The thought of what could happen if Helios found out about her secret made MJ’s hands shake, and her book slid out of her grasp. She bent down to pick it up and accidentally bumped into Mercy, the girl seated next to her, who then lost hold of her Starbucks coffee, which she accidentally spilled onto Girlie, who shrieked as hot liquid burned her skin, jumping to her feet and accidentally elbowing Bernice out of her seat.


  All four girls turned to MJ with furious expressions.


  “Sorry,” she said in a small voice as she slowly lifted her book up to cover her entire face. She was tempted to laugh hysterically. Something was wrong? Heck no. Everything was wrong, and there seemed no way for her to solve it.


  Her conversation this afternoon with Yuri played over and over in her mind, and there was no escaping it. There was no escaping her past, and bleakly, she wondered why she ever thought it was possible to escape in the first place.


  



  “Someone bailed your dad out from jail.”


  It was not pleasant news, but MJ told herself it was not the worst news either. “Will you tell Helios about me? About…him?”


  Yuri looked at her levelly. “It’s your story to tell. But you also have to know…word’s out on the street that your father is looking for you.”


  MJ whitened. “I don’t understand. He…he doesn’t really care for me. And…there’s a restraining order…why would he want to look for me when it would mean he could go back to jail?”


  Grimly, Yuri said, “I don’t know. I went to your hometown to check on loose ends. Keeping trouble out of the club is one of my responsibilities, and I take my responsibilities seriously. This club is my family – the only family I have. I know you don’t mean any of us harm. I know you love Helios even if you’ve not admitted it to yourself, but I also know something bad will happen if you do not confess—”


  She shook her head wildly. “Confess what? That I have an alcoholic for a father? That I was once jailed for petty theft? That I have a record as a juvenile delinquent a mile long?” When she looked at Yuri, she didn’t bother to hide the terror she felt. The terror over losing Helios.


  “I don’t know if I really love him like you say I do, Yuri, and that’s the honest truth. But what I do know is that he matters to me. I don’t want…I can’t tell you why he matters to me so much. But he changed my life. He’s…everything. And I don’t know where I’d be if I lost him.”


  She grabbed Yuri’s hand and pressed it to her heart. “If I lose him, Yuri,” she whispered, “you might as well cut out my heart.”


  



  That one moment had convinced Yuri to keep his discovery to himself even if he had never been the one to lie to his friends. No matter what MJ said, he knew that MJ loved Helios.


  It was ironic then that witnessing the same moment had convinced Helios of the opposite.


  Dressing himself swiftly, Helios headed to his private study in the club and accessed the CCTV network to pinpoint her location.


  When he saw her meeting Yuri in secret, he had told himself that it could be anything.


  But when he saw her hold Yuri’s hand to her heart, his own had turned into stone.


  History was indeed repeating itself.


  Now, gazing at MJ with her shoulders slouched, looking so miserable and unable to hide it, Helios wondered bitterly how the fuck he had gotten it so wrong.


  Why had she even bothered hooking up with him if she wanted Yuri all along? Was it because he had been too aggressive and had not given her a chance to refuse? Or was it because she was an ambitious bitch who also happened to be such a good actress that she had fooled all of them into thinking she was entirely innocent?


  Bitterness nearly drowned him, but it was not as powerful as his desire for vengeance. He motioned to one of the volunteers dusting the windows. “Jenny.”


  The third-year brunette hurried towards him. “Yes, President?”


  “Contact Astrid and have her come over first thing tomorrow morning.” He ignored the way MJ’s head snapped up at his words.


  When Jenny excused herself from the room and Helios still didn’t look at her, MJ tried not to sound hurt and confused as she asked, “Wh-why are you calling Astrid?” The photo shoot was over. There was no need for Astrid to be here. Right?


  When Helios’ gaze met hers, the coldness in it had her sucking her breath in.


  “There’s something I have to practice with her, a bike stunt, and I can’t exactly do that with you, right?’ After all, you only know how to ride a man’s body and that’s it.” The words were laced with rigid contempt, Helios having no trouble remembering the sight of MJ and Yuri close to each other, the other man’s hand on her chest. Fuck, fuck, fuck.


  Awkward silence fell over the room, and MJ realized sickly that everyone had heard their exchange.


  Helios stared at her unflinchingly, and it was obvious in his stance that he was not going to take it back.


  Her fingers curled and uncurled as she tried to make sense of Helios’ sudden cold treatment. Surely Yuri hadn’t gone back on his word? She forced a smile on her lips and said brightly, “I’m just happy I’m good at that.”


  Helios’ upper lip curled. “Did I say you were good? I simply said you knew what to do.” The moment he spoke the words, he knew he had gone too far. But even with the stricken look on her face, he couldn’t take it back.


  With a silent curse, Helios stalked out of the study hall, leaving another bout of painfully awkward silence in his wake.


  MJ bowed her head.


  SWISH.


  She tightened her hold on her book with shaking hands, feeling like Helios had managed to do what her dad had never been able to achieve. With just a few words, he had crushed her completely.


  Chapter Fifteen


  



  MJ did not sleep in his room last night.


  Helios had lain awake in his bed the entire night, tense and furious with himself for caring so much for someone who was obviously playing him false. Why did he still feel so strongly about her? He had seen the evidence with his own eyes. She had lied to him, and she was meeting Yuri in secret. If he was smart, he should have thrown her out the moment he had discovered her betrayal.


  Where the fuck did she sleep last night?


  The question burned inside him like lava, making Helios clench and unclench his fists while watching the younger bikers practice their stunts on the twenty-foot custom-designed ramp in their backyard. While stunts didn’t make money, no one outside the club really knew that, making it a passable front for the club’s underground activities.


  MJ stood with the rest of the volunteers, a part and not a part of them. Non-performing members stood at the opposite side, making the divide between bikers and volunteers distinctly clear. Across her, she tried not to look too often at Helios, who was dressed in full gear with his helmet on. He made a striking figure, and the lovely Astrid, with her clouds of blond hair and her voluptuous figure flaunted in a leather corset top, shorts, and knee-high boots, was a perfect complement.


  Astrid’s gaze met hers, and the other woman’s eyes were filled with scorn. You don’t belong here.


  MJ dug her nails into her palms at the look. Yes, she knew that now. In fact, it was what she had struggled to accept every minute of last night. She had remained in the study hall the entire time, her limbs frozen with the utter humiliation of Helios’ parting shot.


  Only when everyone had gone and she had shut the lights off did the tears finally fall. He had hurt her. He had really hurt her, and she just couldn’t understand why. While neither of them had spoken of love in the week they had been together, MJ had really thought he at least cared for her. He couldn’t have faked it all this time. So what had changed?


  It was that question which had given her the courage to face him again today, even knowing that she could be setting herself up for another dose of public shaming. It had already started when she had tried to approach Helios earlier. One of the rookie bikers stood in her way. In a shamed voice and without looking at her in the eye, the biker had mumbled, “Bikers only, I’m afraid. You need to join the volunteers at the back and watch from there.”


  Those words hurt, too.


  And without looking at anyone, MJ knew that everyone had heard it. Feeling their gazes on her was all she needed to know that everyone knew Helios had taken away the right for her to stand next to him.


  It hurt. It…hurt.


  “Serves her right.” The sneered words from one of the volunteers behind her jerked MJ back to reality. “She’s been acting too high and mighty while playing the slut in the President’s bed.”


  Had she been acting like that, MJ wondered dully. All she could remember was that she had been happy the man who had changed her life wanted her to be in his. That was all she remembered. And then after that, it was just blackness.


  She was so tempted to wish that she had her old life back. At least everything James did was predictable, even if there was no guarantee she would live another day. With James, she always knew what she had to do.


  Lie flat. Don’t close your eyes. Keep your hair out of the way. Relax. Relax. And think.


  With James, she always knew where she stood, always knew that no matter how hard she tried, he just didn’t love her.


  But Helios…


  Her nails dug deeper into her palms.


  Helios was so damn unfair.


  He had made her think it was possible he could want her, and now…


  And now it was obvious he hadn’t ever wanted her.


  MJ looked down at her palms with almost numb fascination, wondering what she had to do to make herself bleed. Anything to distract her from the fact that Astrid was stroking Helios’ chest with her red nails while she whispered something in his ear, a naughty expression on her stunning face.


  The sound of applause made MJ look up, and she sucked her breath in when she saw Astrid confidently walk to her own bike, hips swaying provocatively with each step. The crowd of bikers cheered when she swung one leg over the seat before settling down and making its engine roar.


  And then she was off, speeding towards the ramp without warning, hair flying behind her. She was a sight to behold as she went up then down then up and down again, doing this several times to gain momentum for that perfect double spin in the air.


  Wolf whistles and roars of approval erupted from the crowd as Astrid executed the stunt perfectly. When she rode back to Helios’ side, she switched the engine off and looked over her shoulder.


  At MJ.


  “Your turn.”


  MJ’s eyes widened. Surely Astrid couldn’t have been speaking to her?


  But her doubts were soon dispelled when, after not receiving a response, Astrid walked towards her, stopping only when she was a step away from MJ.


  Since Astrid was half a foot taller than she was, MJ was forced to look up, and the action had the other volunteers snickering behind her. MJ’s cheeks burned.


  One perfectly shaped brow lifted. “Well? Didn’t you hear me?” Astrid asked snidely. She gestured to the bikes behind her. “Take your pick then it’s your turn.”


  Astrid had thrown a magnificent fit in her own dorm when she learned that Helios Andreadis had taken a girlfriend of sorts. Being the President’s girl was what she had always aspired to be, and it made Astrid sick with rage that some small-town nobody had usurped her position.


  Now, sensing the discord between Helios and the little slut, Astrid was determined to push the two further apart.


  She crossed her arms against her chest. “Come on, little girl.” Astrid deliberately used the same reference Helios himself had used the other time, having her own little birds informing her about everything that went on inside the club.


  MJ flinched at Astrid’s choice of words, her gaze immediately seeking Helios in her pain, thinking that he was the one who had told Astrid about it.


  Helios’ face hardened. It was obvious what MJ was thinking – what everyone was thinking. Even Kellion was looking at him with grim disapproval, and Hallie was glaring at him. He had an urge to strangle Astrid for her taunts, but he kept himself in check.


  She deserved this for daring to play him for a fool.


  Astrid grabbed MJ’s wrist and dragged her towards where the bikes were parked. “I’m very competitive, but I’m not totally heartless. I heard you’re not so crazy about bikes so how about you just ride one until the end of this lane? No ramps. No stunts. Just one straight ride to prove that you want to fight for Helios.”


  When MJ didn’t speak, Astrid asked with a smirk, “Or are you giving up on him?”


  The surprisingly apt question had MJ paling, and she unconsciously turned towards Helios. Was she giving up on Helios?


  Before she could answer, someone said in a furious voice behind her, “Don’t do it.”


  Helios stiffened, recognizing Yuri’s voice even before he saw his friend stalking towards MJ’s side. Yuri looked haggard. He had been missing since yesterday. Had the two been together last night, talking about him? Laughing at him?


  He had not used the CCTV to find out where MJ was, not trusting himself with the consequences if he did catch MJ in a more compromising situation with Yuri.


  But now, looking at Yuri’s haggard face and the angry concern in his eyes as he gazed at MJ, Helios knew that the two shared something special. Something he was not a part of.


  It took a while for MJ to realize that someone was talking to her. Lack of sleep, stress, and the pain of Helios’ suddenly cruel attitude had made her especially vulnerable, and when she found herself surrounded by James’ favorite torture devices, she just could not breathe.


  Relax, relax—


  “MJ? She felt someone shaking her and looked up, blinking several times before her gaze cleared. It was Yuri.


  “You don’t need to do this,” Yuri gritted out again. He had just come back from another trip to MJ’s hometown and this time, he knew the truth about her. He knew everything about her. She was not going to be good news for the club, but she was good news for Helios. That was enough. Or at least it would be if Helios could get his head out of his ass before he ended up ruining everything for both of them.


  The look on MJ’s face was that of a terrified child. Couldn’t Helios see this? When had he gone so fucking blind?


  Yuri turned to the club’s president. “Why are you making her do this?”


  Why do you fucking care?


  Helios wanted to snarl the question out, but to do so would be to admit that he knew the two of them had been fooling him, and that he still cared for…her. Pain made Helios unable to see the deep-etched fear in MJ’s eyes. All he saw was a woman who had betrayed him. Just like Odessa.


  “It’s up to you.” His words were dispassionate. “If you want to prove that you want me, then ride a bike. You should be thankful to Astrid for being so generous.”


  Helios’ words were like nails being driven into her own coffin, and that coffin was but a cage…of her own love.


  Suddenly, everything became so clear.


  She used to think that fear was the only reason she did things for James, but it wasn’t. It wasn’t just fear. Not at all. What drove her to lie on the ground, to risk doing everything James did was because…


  She loved James.


  And she had wished, by doing what he told her to do, there would come a day he would love her back.


  Her gaze turned to Helios, but she didn’t really see him. She saw James. She saw a man she loved. Right now, they were one and the same. And they wanted the same thing, too. Her heart on a platter. Just because.


  The tears on MJ’s face made Helios inhale sharply. He wanted to roar. Stop. He didn’t want her looking like that, dammit.


  But the words remained unspoken when he watched Yuri grabbing his girl’s wrist, Yuri trying to comfort his girl, and saying words that Helios knew deep inside he should be the one saying.


  Yuri turned to him. “Don’t make her do this—”


  Helios cut Yuri off, saying in a coldly pleasant voice, “It’s her choice.”


  MJ was already walking towards one of the practice bikes the club lent to rookies. It was obvious to everyone she was shaking.


  Something about it triggered alarms inside him, but Helios deliberately ignored it. If she wanted to fucking prove she wanted him, even if she wanted Yuri, then he hoped to God she suffered. He damn hoped she would suffer the way she so easily shredded him into pieces with her betrayal.


  MJ looked down at the bike.


  James’ taunting voice echoed inside her head. Ready, MJ?


  She slowly swung her leg over the seat.


  I’m gonna do this fast.


  She started the engine without any difficulties. It was ridiculous, the way she had been able to memorize everything she had to do to ride a bike just by watching what James did.


  Here I come…


  She let the motorcycle fly.


  Helios’ blood turned cold when he saw MJ’s bike blast off. She was going too fast for a beginner, dammit. Too fucking fast.


  “STOP!” He couldn’t believe she was heading for the ramp. “STOP, DAMN YOU, STOP!”


  And then she was soaring.


  His heart stopped as she soared.


  But everything went wrong after that.


  There wasn’t enough momentum, and the bike went down fast, his heart crashing with it.


  The motorcycle hit the ground with a loud smash, and Helios broke into a run as he saw MJ let it go with a scream and go flying like an unwanted doll hurled in the air. “MJ!” He ran as fast as he could, but he knew even before he reached her he would be too late.


  MJ’s head hit the edge of the ramp first, and her body laid twisted on the ground, a doll broken by his cruelty.


  “NO!” His chest was heaving and he could feel the blood leaving his face as he skidded to his knees next to her. “MJ?” he asked hoarsely, turning her around carefully.


  Blood.


  It ran down the side of her head, and the sight of it turned his stomach upside down.


  Yuri was the first to reach them. “Fuck,” he whispered, seeing the gash on MJ’s head. Behind them, Kellion was already calling 911 and Hallie was crying.


  “Don’t touch her!” The words were torn out of Helios when Yuri tried to reach for MJ’s hand. Her head was cradled on his lap, but she still hadn’t stirred and her breathing was too shallow.


  He lifted his gaze to Yuri. “She’s not yours—”


  “She never was,” Yuri snapped. “It’s always been you.”


  Yuri’s words ripped through the haze of jealousy in Helios’ gaze, and when he looked down at MJ, shame burned inside him. What had he done? What had he fucking done?


  Chapter Sixteen


  



  “She saw you on the day we saved Rick.”


  The quiet words Yuri spoke was the only thing that made Helios move his gaze away from MJ. She laid on the hospital bed, unconscious, her head bandaged. She looked so small and pale on the bed. It killed him inside, knowing that he was the reason she was there.


  He didn’t care if Yuri loved her or not, or if she loved him back.


  That moment, that terrifying moment of almost losing her had made everything so fucking clear to Helios.


  He loved her.


  He loved her more than he had loved anyone, and this all-consuming love he felt for MJ made it so fucking obvious he had never loved Odessa at all. That woman had been an infatuation, a way of making him feel he had someone because his family had made him feel alone and unwanted.


  But MJ…


  Helios twisted unevenly to face Yuri. “Rick? Our old tutor?”


  Kellion, Hallie, and Andreus were also listening now. They all knew Rick. He had been the only man in Greece who had been willing to stand against the might of Andreadis and act as Helios’ guardian in the States, protecting him until he was of legal age.


  Rick had been an outcast in Greek’s rich society, disinherited by his own family because he had been gay. But to Helios and the first members of Afxisi, Rick had been the perfect parent – one who had loved them unconditionally, one who had never given up on them even when he was made to suffer for it.


  “That’s all Rick would tell me. That the day she saw you save him changed everything for her.”


  It was just one shock after another. Helios shook his head in disbelief. “Rick knows her?”


  “That’s not the most important thing I discovered. Nor the most painful…” Yuri glanced towards MJ. “Her father used to be a famous racer, but when an injury ended his career, he became an alcoholic. One of his favorite pastimes when he was under influence was riding his bike over...” Yuri gestured towards MJ, unable to speak of something so damn inhuman.


  Helios felt sick to his guts as he listened to Yuri narrate the injuries MJ had sustained as a child because of her father’s stunts.


  Several stitches to her head…


  Hair needed to be cut, leaving her half-bald when she was thirteen…


  Broken bones…


  “Where. Is. Her. Father?” If he ever found out where the bastard was, Helios would tear him apart limb from limb.


  “Her father was recently released from prison, and I hear he’s been looking for her. He has somehow managed to have a connection with Manolito Chavez.” Yuri spoke of a millionaire long suspected of earning ill-gotten gains from human trafficking.


  Hallie asked shakily, “How did she manage to live all those years?”


  “Thankfully, he still had her enrolled in school, and records show that she’s been quite dedicated. She’s also a damn good photographer.”


  Yuri paused. It was hard to say the next thing he had to reveal to the others. “The reason she was able to buy an expensive professional camera was by taking pictures of her wounds and selling it online…”


  Yuri walked towards the table and emptied the contents of the brown envelope he had brought with him. Photos scattered on the table. Kellion, usually the most laidback, cursed when he realized what the photos were. Andreus pulled Hallie towards him as she cried out in horror.


  All of the photos were of MJ.


  And all of it were of her, bleeding.


  He knew that part of her shoulder. And it was dislocated.


  He knew that part of her arm. It had a mole. And on the photo, the skin was ripped red and raw.


  Too much fucking blood.


  Helios wanted to throw up. His agonized gaze went to MJ.


  How could he ever make it up to her?


  How?


  ****


  It was dark when she first opened her eyes. Shadows on the wall seemed to be her only company inside the room. When she lifted her hand, MJ stared with numb curiosity at the IV strapped to her veins.


  She was in a hospital.


  She turned her head around, and her breath caught.


  Helios.


  He had his head down, sleeping on his arm, his golden hair left loose against his shoulders. She wanted to cry at the sight of it. So stupid, but she really did. She had a feeling she would never again feel how soft it was.


  She must have made a sound, because the next thing she knew, Helios was awake, and too many expressions registered on his face all at once. Shock, relief, fear, and…something…something that seemed tender.


  MJ didn’t want that last emotion. It was a lie. It had to be lie.


  She might have suffered from a nasty injury, but it did not come with amnesia. She remembered everything. No matter how much she wanted to forget and pretend it wasn’t true, she remembered that Helios hated her.


  “MJ?”


  It was so rare for her to hear him speak her name. Why now when there was no need for it? She whispered, “My father used to ask me to do this…thing.” She didn’t care if he didn’t understand her. This was the only time she would speak to him about it, the last time she would ever talk to Helios again.


  “And I would do it. I used to think I was doing it out of fear.”


  Helios had whitened at her words. He knew that MJ likely thought he didn’t understand her, but Dio, he did. He fucking understood her now, and he would pay for what he had done to her for the rest of his life.


  “MJ, don’t—”


  She shook her head.


  Relax. Lie down. And keep your eyes open.


  That was how she had survived.


  She would survive this, too.


  So slowly, she made herself turn to Helios and meet his gaze. “I used to think…it was only because I was afraid of him. But I realized…it wasn’t that at all. I kept doing it because I wanted to show him I loved him—” Her voice broke at the last word.


  She looked at Helios, and unshed tears choked her voice. “I wanted to prove to you that I love you, but that’s wrong.”


  “No, dammit, no.” Helios grabbed her hand and pressed it to his lips. He felt so fucking scared by how she was talking. It couldn’t be the end. She had to understand he had only been afraid, but now he knew the truth. It wouldn’t be like that ever again.


  “MJ, listen—”


  But the pain in her eyes made him feel like he no longer deserved to speak.


  She whispered, “I’m so tired of trying to earn someone’s love. I don’t want to do it anymore.” She forced a smile. It was so hard to smile when she felt like her heart had just died. But she had to. “So President—”


  That last term felt like a knife stab. He whitened even more, and he gritted out, “Don’t call me that—”


  “Could you let Astrid know I’m relinquishing the fight for you?”


  Burn


  PROLOGUE


  



  “You were supposed to come here with a woman,” one of the heavily armed men guarding the doorway said brusquely, his gaze suspicious as he gave James a swift but expert body check. The man opposite him didn’t speak, the bored expression on his face unchanging even as he pulled out his gun from his holster and cocked it, aiming for the side of James’ temple.


  James straightened to his full height, reminding himself that he had nothing to be scared of. “That’s what I’m here to talk about.” Asshole. But he only added the last part silently, knowing that he would be an idiot to risk saying it. These goons wouldn’t give a fuck that they had racing royalty in their presence. All they knew was that James was supposed to be with his daughter – and he wasn’t.


  Goddamn you, MJ, where the fuck are you? Stupid girl had always been a disappointment. He should’ve just sold the brat to her real dad. James knew he would have probably earned himself an easy one mil if he had done that. Maybe even five mil. Madeline’s ex-lover had always been a sentimental fool. But in the end, James’ desire for vengeance had won. Every time he made MJ suffer, it was like making that man pay a thousand times.


  “I suppose you have an explanation for this?”


  The oily voice coming from the man seated on the cushion, smoking a tobacco cigar, caused James’ thoughts to come to an abrupt halt. All thoughts of talking his way out of trouble fled, too. Even with the notorious crime lord hidden in the shadows, being in the presence of Manolito Chavez served as an effective reminder of what his ego had tried to make him forget.


  This man killed for pleasure, but he also liked to kill when he was disappointed.


  James started to babble. “I’m sorry. My daughter was supposed to be in town, but she just seemed to have disappeared. But she doesn’t have any other family. I can ask around, use my rights as her father to find out where she is. I just need some time.”


  “You have one month.”


  The time limit had him swallowing, but James knew better than to complain. “A month then.”


  When James Cartwright left the room, Manolito came to his feet. When he stepped into the light, his entire visage was revealed, the scarred disfigurement of his face so grotesque it had been known to have women faint.


  Walking to his desk, he pulled one drawer open to take out the full-length photo of the car racer’s daughter.


  MJ Cartwright.


  Long hair that would be great to use to strangle her own neck. Lovely fair skin that he could use as his own easel, and his knife would be his paint brush. She had everything he wanted in a woman, and what made her perfect was the fact that her only living relative was willing to sell her off.


  Where was she now? he mused. Was she still a virgin? If she was, he just might give her father a bonus. If she wasn’t, it didn’t matter. He knew of a good doctor who could reconstruct her hymen. One quick surgery, and he would be able to give MJ an unforgettable first time.


  No one deflowered like Manolito Chavez did.


  Just thinking about MJ Cartwright had him hard. Oh, how she would fight him. She would not be like those women he had been gifted with of late. All of them had been so easily broken that they left him cold and bored. But MJ? According to his research, she had survived countless injuries and was even smart enough to get paid for it.


  Oh, yeeeeeees.


  Manolito’s breath caught as he started rubbing his dick.


  She would be very, very strong. She would surely last him for weeks. Maybe if he was lucky, if he managed not to lose his temper or lose himself in lust and break her neck while he had his orgasm, maybe…she would even last for more than a year.


  One could always hope—


  His hand moved faster, and then his body stiffened as his seed burst out of his dick. His eyes closed, his mind fantasizing about having his hands wrapped around MJ’s neck and preventing her from breathing. She would not breathe until he did not finish coming.


  Chapter One


  



  Deeeeeeym, MJ Cartwright thought as she huffed and puffed her way to her morning class, ponytail bouncing with each step. Why did she always end up living in far flung places? First, there was the club. Then now, the dorm. Maybe the head of Christopoulos University secretly held a grudge against her?


  “Wait up,” a familiar voice called out to her from behind.


  She stopped walking, not even needing to look around to know it was Yuri Athanas. A tall, dark-haired Greek hunk with startlingly blue eyes, he was the most quiet among the officers of the Afxisi, the university’s bike racing club. He had become her closest friend and recently, he had also become her unofficial babysitter for some reason, with Yuri taking the time to walk her to her classes every morning.


  “Good morning, MJ.” A small yawn escaped Yuri after the words.


  MJ shook her head in exasperation. “Yuri, go back to bed.”


  He shook his head back. “I’m good. That person would kill me if I didn’t get you to school safely.”


  She didn’t ask who that person was. She and the others had come to an agreement about that person’s name not being mentioned. It was the only way she could move on. Rolling her eyes, she told Yuri, “The worst that could happen to me is embarrassing myself when everyone learns I got cramps because of walking to class.”


  Falling into step next to her, he replied pleasantly, “Even so. Just humor me and that person.”


  MJ didn’t say anything after that.


  Stealing a look at his companion, Yuri observed the dark bags circling MJ’s violet eyes. It had been over two weeks since she had been discharged from the hospital and had moved out of the club’s headquarters. Two weeks of MJ determinedly distancing herself from everything that had to do with Afxisi…and two weeks of Helios Andreadis struggling to give his ex-girlfriend the space she needed.


  As they came nearer and nearer to her school building, they passed by more people, and all of them had curious looks on their faces. News about Helios and MJ’s breakup had broken out like wildfire, and Yuri knew that rumors about him going after MJ had also started to spread.


  Was MJ aware of it? Yuri wondered. He stole another look at his companion. Dressed in her usual plaid shirt, tank top, jeans, and Chucks, she looked more like a tomboyish rookie about to try out for a spot in the varsity team rather than the girl who had captured the heart of one of the most sought-after bikers in the entire world.


  MJ caught him looking, and blinking in confusion, she asked, “What?”


  “Do you know that people have been talking about us?”


  “Us?” she echoed blankly.


  He said easily, “They think we’re dating.”


  MJ tripped, and Yuri automatically reached out for her. Somewhere around them, a girl gasped out, “Oh my God.” This time, MJ heard it and now knowing what it meant, she blushed and quickly freed herself from Yuri’s hold.


  Face burning as she looked up at Yuri, she said guiltily, “I didn’t know.”


  “They also think you dumped that person for me, and people have been making jokes about it.” MJ didn’t say anything, but the way she paled told Yuki she was far from being unaffected. But when he started to speak again, MJ shook her head.


  “Yuri…it’s really over.” She managed a smile. “I don’t know why you want me to believe that person cares about me the way…the way I thought he did, but he doesn’t. And I…I can’t afford to keep running after him.”


  “You’re wrong about him, MJ. If you just gave him the chance—”


  “I’ve moved on. That person’s part of the past.” MJ spoke in a robotic tone. It was all she could do to talk about that person without remembering. She had to do it this way because remembering hurt. Too much so.


  The pain underlining her voice silenced him, and when she changed the subject by talking about mundane stuff in a determinedly bright voice, Yuri let her. He knew when a person was close to breaking down, and MJ was a textbook case for it.


  By the time they reached her class, Yuri could see that MJ had completely relaxed, the shadow of her past with Helios having faded almost completely. It left him uneasy. What if what MJ said was indeed true? What if his friend had hurt her so much she had found it easier to forget about him? If MJ found another guy to love, it would cripple Helios – but would she care about that?


  Upon reaching the back door of her classroom, she turned to Yuri to say goodbye. That was when she caught sight of the poster behind him. It was for a free therapy session for those suffering from mood swings, and it made her smile. She turned sideways, intending to tease—


  Her lips parted in shock and then she snapped her mouth shut.


  Following MJ’s gaze, Yuri had no trouble interpreting the stunned look that appeared on her face afterwards. Between the two of them, he could only think of one person who had a need for therapy on mood swings.


  He said quietly, “You see?”


  She said in a low, desperate voice, “It doesn’t mean anything.”


  “You are not as over him as you hope you are.”


  MJ shook her head fiercely. If there was a way to make herself forget Yuri’s words, she would have gone for it, even if it meant sacrificing half of her life. “I have to go,” she said without looking at Yuri. “Thank you for your time.” She turned around right after, no longer able to afford waiting for him to speak. It would hurt too much this time. He was Helios’ friend, and anything that had to do with Helios would kill her right now.


  When she had her back to Yuri completely, that was when she saw…


  That person.


  He stood at the end of the hallway, taller than everyone, more gorgeous than everyone, his presence so strikingly powerful it was difficult to look away. His golden hair was tied back, his eyes hidden behind dark glasses. He only had on a shirt and jeans, nothing fancy at all, but somehow the clothes looked elegant and glamorous on him.


  Mr. Sunshine, MJ thought dully.


  And he was inescapable.


  Looking at Helios, every painful little second of the time she spent with him flooded MJ’s mind.


  Helios looking down on her when she skidded into the club on the first day of auditions—


  Helios kissing her for the very first time in the club’s kitchen—


  Helios making love to her in his bedroom—


  Helios saying, “If you want to prove that you want me, then ride a bike.”


  Because like James, Helios thought she was someone worthless, someone who needed to earn his love by spilling blood.


  A little cry escaped her.


  Swish.


  Chapter Two


  



  Helios Andreadis was waiting outside her classroom when she came out. For a second, MJ remained rooted in her spot next to the door, hyperventilating silently as she tried to figure out what was the best thing to do. Ignore him? Greet him like everything could be normal between them?


  But then Helios started to move, and in the next second, the power to decide was taken from her. Suddenly he was there, looming over her and dominating her world like an eclipse. He used to be the sun, but now he was the darkness.


  Over her head, MJ heard Helios ask in an unusually strained voice, “Can we talk?”


  Helios held his breath as he waited for MJ’s answer, and the tension that held his body captive only left at her tiny nod. Every cell in his being was hyper-aware of her proximity. She was like an addictive and incurable drug to his senses, and it took inhuman willpower not to reach out to her and make sure she was indeed real.


  Theo, how he had missed her.


  Helios walked slowly, making sure that MJ was with him every step of the way. A part of him was wary and vigilant, knowing that MJ had every reason to change her mind about wasting her time on him. She could bolt any moment, and he wanted to be ready if that happened.


  He would not let her go this time, or at least not without putting up the best goddamn fight of his life. He was done waiting. He was at the end of his tether, and even if it was fucking selfish of him, Helios knew he would still do his damnedest to win MJ back. He had to. If there was one thing the two-week separation from MJ had taught him, it was that loving MJ was the only way for him to live.


  When Helios stopped in front of a bench under one of the leafy trees lining the sidewalk, MJ awkwardly took a seat. She automatically scooted to the other end of the bench when she realized that Helios was going to sit next to her. Her childish reaction made her grimace, but she didn’t regret doing it. Any closer to Helios would be emotional suicide.


  Around them, she could feel innumerable pairs of eyes darting towards her and Helios, could sense the way people tended to slow down when passing in front of them. The realization made MJ wince. She had a good idea about what they were thinking, especially after what Yuri had told her. Who the hell did she think she was, playing around with two of the hottest bikers in the racing world?


  If only, she thought hysterically, that was true. If only she could play that kind of game, she would not be hurting so much now.


  “My…my next class will start in ten minutes.” She could feel her cheeks flaming as she uttered the lie, but it was the only thing she could think of to keep things short between her and Helios.


  His lips twisted as MJ mumbled the words without looking at him, her head bent down, her gaze trained on her sneakers with keen concentration. He knew MJ’s class schedule by heart, and because of that, he knew she was lying. Was it because she hated being with him that much?


  He said abruptly, “I miss you.”


  MJ’s teeth slowly sank into her lower lip.


  Helios continued doggedly, “I’ve done my best to give you space, but I…I can’t stay away any longer.” Silence dragged on between them after his words, and a part of him wondered if MJ meant to ignore him completely. He said roughly, “Please look at me.”


  He lifted his hand, intending to touch her—


  MJ flinched.


  At the sight of it, a vivid memory flashed through his mind.


  MJ’s body twisted on the ground, blood running down the side of her forehead.


  His hand fell to his side as guilt flamed his insides.


  Knowing he had no right to touch MJ against her will, all he could say hoarsely was, “Please.” He knew that people around them might be able to hear him begging, but he didn’t give a fuck. Pride had lost its meaning to him in the face of losing MJ forever.


  “Please look at me.”


  The fact that he was begging her in public, that he was making no attempt to hide the fact that he was the one wanting to talk and not her…it hurt. Making it impossible for her to lie. She said in a small voice, “I can’t.”


  Pain exploded in his chest. “Why not?”


  “Because…” A choked, teary laugh escaped her. Oh God, there went her promise not to cry another tear for what she thought but never had. “My stupid heart…” Her hand moved, clutching her chest, an unconscious movement to protect herself from more hurt. “It doesn’t know how to stop racing when you’re around.”


  It took a moment for Helios to understand what MJ was saying, a moment to appreciate how the girl he loved had not changed. She was still as disarmingly honest as ever, and the fact only served to prove how much he did not deserve to have someone like MJ in his life.


  When his head snapped towards her, Helios was stunned to find that MJ was now looking at him.


  And she was crying.


  Theo, she was crying.


  When the fuck would he stop making her cry?


  He started to speak, but she shook her head, tears still running down her face.


  She said unevenly, ““I know…it wasn’t your intention to hurt me. It wasn’t your fault I thought I was…different. I also know you’re not a bad guy…President.”


  The catch in her voice made Helios flinch. He knew what it meant, knew she had been about to call him by his name, knew that this time she didn’t think she had any business using it.


  “…which is why, I know you won’t say no if I ask you to…” Her voice broke.


  “MJ—”


  Her heart ripped into pieces at hearing his beautiful voice say her name. She choked out, “Please help me get over you? I just want a normal life. A normal guy to love me and for me to love back. Could you…could you help me do that, President?”


  Chapter Three


  



  “Hey, Mr. Sunshine.” Jaike Hepburn’s tone was cheerful but puzzled at the same time when she realized who her unexpected visitor was. When Helios Andreadis didn’t even roll his eyes at the term she had used, Jaike had her first inkling that something was seriously wrong.


  “I’m sorry for the mess,” she continued after a beat when her guest didn’t show any signs of speaking. She gestured to the half-painted walls of the kitchen with the paintbrush she was holding.


  Closing the door behind him, Helios murmured, “I should be the one to apologize for the intrusion.” He followed Jaike into the room, and despite the emptiness that was steadily growing inside him, Helios still couldn’t help but be amused at the picture Jaike presented.


  Jaike happened to be engaged to a man who was heir to not one but two billion-dollar fortunes and yet here she was, busy with DIY remodeling. It was just one of the many things that made Derek Christopoulos’ fiancée intriguing.


  Used to Helios’ mercurial ways, Jaike asked, “Are you here for Derek?”


  “No.”


  “Oh. Umm…then make yourself at home. There’s beer in the fridge and some cheese and salad, too, if you’re hungry.” She thought about asking Helios why he was here but decided against it. Instead, she went back to painting the walls, giving Helios time to decide when he was ready to talk.


  Jaike’s unassuming silence somewhat helped in calming the tornado of unease that was raging inside him. MJ’s last words had gutted him, and he had found himself driving aimlessly for hours. He had always been the type of man to know what he wanted to do with his life, but MJ’s desire to be free from him had taken Helios by surprise.


  It had left him lost and directionless, unable to see the point of living until the next day.


  After taking a seat on one of the stools before the breakfast counter, Helios looked up to find Jaike peeking at him over her shoulder. When she realized he had caught her looking, she flushed and asked awkwardly, “Are you okay?”


  He heard himself saying, “As good as someone who had just been dumped can be.”


  “Oh, Helios.” Jaike immediately stopped painting and went to the younger man, reaching over the counter to pat him on the shoulder. In many ways, she was like Helios Andreadis, with his dislike to reveal any kind of emotion. But the naked pain in Helios’ tone had been so raw it made Jaike want to comfort Derek’s friend even though she wasn’t sure how.


  Knowing Jaike meant well, Helios didn’t bother telling Derek’s fiancée that she was painting his shirt another color in her attempt to comfort him. Looking down at her, Helios found himself observing Jaike’s notoriously bad sense of fashion. Overalls nowadays tended to be skimpy and made women look sexy, but on Jaike, she had somehow managed to appear like Mario and Luigi’s long-lost sister instead. And a nerdy one at that, with her large eyeglasses constantly falling over her nose.


  Men who were blinded by superficial things would probably call Jaike ‘ordinary’, Helios thought. Thankfully, Derek Christopoulos hadn’t been that kind of man. In that sense, he and Helios were the same. Once, he had allowed himself to be fooled by the likes of Odessa, whose beauty hid a distasteful personality. But he had learned his lesson, and that kind of beauty now left him cold.


  It was a running joke in the club how Derek had fallen for Jaike faster than the maximum speed of a 10cc Dodge Tomahawk. Derek had supposedly taken one look at Jaike, knew she was the girl for him, and had done everything to win her heart.


  If only Helios had the smarts to be like Derek in that sense, too.


  When Jaike pulled back, he said abruptly, “I need your help. I’d like to ask your opinion about something, if you don’t mind.”


  Knowing how difficult that was for someone like Helios to say, Jaike said right away, “Ask me anything.”


  “When Derek…” Helios’ voice trailed off. Damn, was it fair to Jaike and Derek to rake up hurtful old memories just so he could figure out what to do with MJ?


  When Helios stopped speaking, she had no trouble guessing the reason for it. Appreciating Helios’ thoughtfulness, she said gently, “Do you mean to talk about the time Derek was supposed to have cheated on me?”


  He gave her a wary look. It was a well-known fact in the entire university that Derek had cheated on her.


  The look Helios gave her tempted Jaike to smile. The old Helios wouldn’t have been as sensitive. He would have just gone right ahead and asked what he wanted to ask, tact and discretion be damned. MJ had really changed him, Jaike thought wistfully.


  Heading back to her half-painted wall, she squatted down and as she dumped the brush into the can of paint, she said, “You can ask me anything about that time. It’s really okay.” Jaike didn’t look at Helios as she spoke, thinking this would make it easier for the President of the Afxisi to bare his soul.


  “When it happened…was it like…the greatest betrayal Derek could have done to you?”


  She answered simply, “Yes.”


  Helios’ fists clenched on the counter as he asked his next question. “If someone had done the same thing to another girl…something as hurtful…someone who wasn’t as…nice as Derek…” He inhaled sharply. “Would you think it’s better for the guy to give up? To simply walk away so that the girl could have the chance to be cherished by a better man?”


  Jaike did her best to imagine a life without Derek. The man who loved her the most, and – once upon a time – the man who had also hurt her the most. “I suppose…I could have had a simpler life with another man if Derek hadn’t tried to get me back. A normal life,” she continued, unaware of how her unwitting choice of words made her guest flinch.


  “I think…if he had chosen to give me up because he “loves” me, I would probably eventually find some other guy to love. But…” She bit her lip. “There’d always be a part of me that wouldn’t believe him. Because if he really loved me, he should have at least tried to fight for me. He should have given me the chance to say ‘no’.”


  She turned to Helios, and for one moment, the poignant smile that had formed on her lips reminded him so much of MJ his heart constricted at the sight of it.


  “You see, Helios, I’ve always known I’m an ordinary girl. If Derek had told me he wouldn’t come after me because he loved me too much, a part of me would think it was because I was too ordinary for him. That I’m not worth getting back.” She cocked her head to the side as she dealt him a questioning glance. “Do you want MJ to think the same?”


  And with those words, Helios’ life regained direction.


  Now, he knew that where MJ was, that was where his life was supposed to lead.


  Behind Helios, a doorknob rattled before they heard the door swinging open. There was a second’s pause before someone said in a half-dry, half-irritable tone, “I swear to God, Helios Andreadis, if you are hitting on my girl, you are dead.”


  Chapter Four


  



  “Did you see the note on the board?” MJ’s next-door neighbor in the dorm, Katya Vlahos, asked when MJ entered the common room. Katya was also in her freshmen year, but that was basically the only thing they had in common. It was a well-known fact that Katya was an heiress, had a loving family back home, and hated Greek men with a passion.


  MJ shook her head as she threw herself on the vacant space on the couch next to Katya. “Nope. Why? What’s it about?”


  “The R.A. wants you.”


  She shot up in her seat. “What? Millie? Why?”


  Katya looked up from painting her toenails. “I don’t know. It just says so on the board.”


  MJ got to her feet with a sigh. “I better check what it’s about.” One of the conditions to getting free boarding in the dorm was playing sidekick to the R.A., a senior Economics student who occupied the sole bedroom on the ground floor. She couldn’t figure out why Millie would post a memo on the board about her when she could have just as easily texted MJ. It boded something ill, and the thought had her hurrying down the stairs.


  She tried to calm her racing heartbeat when she knocked on the R.A.’s door. “Millie?” She tried the knob, found the door open, and stepped inside like she usually did. R.A.s always had an open door policy.


  Unlike MJ’s tiny room, Millie’s was basically a suite, with a small living room and a private bedroom. Crossing the living room to get to the bedroom door, MJ knocked again. “Millie?” She tried the knob again and found it unlocked.


  The first thing she saw was a pair of bare feet. Too large to belong to any girl.


  Naked legs then a small white towel wrapped around muscular hips.


  To-die-for abs.


  MJ’s head slowly lifted.


  “H-Helios?”


  She couldn’t believe it was him, so much so that she rubbed her eyes repeatedly. Was this a Helios Andreadis withdrawal symptom? It had been a week since she last saw him, and maybe this was her heart’s way of telling MJ that it couldn’t really exist without seeing Helios for long periods of time.


  MJ held her breath when she opened her eyes.


  He was still there.


  Helios was still there, and oh, her heart. It was starting to race and ache at the same time again. She pressed a hand against her chest, hard, hoping it was enough to calm her heart down. Why was it that every time she looked at Helios Andreadis, she wanted to cry and smile at the same time? It was like looking at a dying sun. Her life would end when it stopped shining, but at the same time, all she could think of were the best memories she had with it.


  Helios kept himself still, afraid to do anything that might cause her to run away. Looking at her, he thought of how young she was and how much she had already endured in so little time. Ever since he found out about her past, there hadn’t been a night when he hadn’t castigated himself for making her feel like she had to earn his love.


  “Y-you cut your hair.” MJ’s words, tinged with confusion, had him looking up.


  Seeing her wide-eyed gaze made Helios feel self-conscious about his newly shorn hair, and he touched the neatly shaved sides of his hair gingerly. “Looks bad?”


  “N-no, but…” MJ dug her fingers into her palms, the only way she could prevent herself from reaching out to touch his hair as well. “Why did you have it cut?”


  Ah. It seemed that Yuri hadn’t told her everything about him then. He said lightly, “It just felt like it was time.”


  “I…see.” She touched her chest again, hoping her heart would be a lot calmer now, but it wasn’t. She glanced down and caught sight of a pair of pink bedroom slippers. A gasp spilled past her lips as MJ remembered exactly where they were. “Where’s M-Millie?” Oh God, she would die if this meant Helios and Millie had hooked up. Without thinking, she rose to her toes, trying to see past Helios.


  It took a while for Helios to catch on. When he did, he didn’t know if he was furious or exasperated. “Are you serious, brat?” He grabbed her shoulders and gave her one good shake so MJ would look at him. “I love you. Why the hell would you think I’d be interested in another woman?”


  “I…” She had no idea what to say. She was still reeling from hearing Helios saying those three words with such ease.


  The look of stunned disbelief in her gaze made him grit out again, “I love you. I love you, MJ Cartwright. I love you, brat.”


  Her heartbeat had raced so fast at his words her mind couldn’t keep up with it. All she knew was that hearing Helios say he loved her wasn’t going to help her move on.


  Her silence was killing him, and he said tautly, “Say something.”


  A hysterical laugh threatened to escape her. Say something? He was the most taciturn man she had ever met, the kind of man who would rather walk barefoot on burning coal and swim in a pool of lava than say something emotional. And here he was, telling her “I love you” repeatedly.


  He was the man who could take her to heaven and hell with just one kiss, the man who she had so stupidly risked her life for because she wanted to prove to him that she loved him. She would be the world’s greatest fool to believe him now, right? It was just his guilt talking, his honor and conscience forcing him to make it up to her.


  She squeezed her eyes shut. It was the only way to concentrate. Taking several deep breaths, she prayed to God that the first thing she said had nothing to do with those three words.


  “MJ—”


  “Have you been working out?”


  Oh. God. Oh. God. Oh Gooooood. Come on. Why do you have to answer my prayer like that?


  It took another full second for Helios to understand what MJ was saying. He didn’t think he had lost a couple of IQ points along the way since MJ had left him. It was only because the things she was saying were so completely unpredictable—


  The realization of why MJ had said those words hit him.


  Drowning in horrified embarrassment at what she had let slip, MJ slowly opened her eyes to peek at Helios’ reaction and saw a grin tug on his beautiful lips as he murmured, “You noticed?”


  She lied automatically, “Nope.” But of course she did. She knew every inch of his skin very well, and he had definitely bulked up. He had been on the leaner side before, but now his muscles were more defined.


  “Liar.”


  The sexy teasing note in Helios’ voice made alarm bells ring inside her head. Oh no, they were definitely heading to dangerous territory if she allowed this – this thing between them – to go on. Without looking at him, she muttered, “I’ll just come back when Millie’s here.” She tried to twist away from his hold, but his grip on her shoulders remained firm.


  At MJ’s words, Helios knew it was time to let MJ know of his plan. “Millie’s not coming back.” He allowed that to sink in before saying quietly, “I’m the new R.A.”


  Helios was…what?


  MJ’s head jerked up. “You can’t be serious,” she choked out.


  This time, there was no smile on Helios’ face. He was completely serious, and his tone matched it as he said, “You said you wanted a normal life. You said you wanted a normal guy to love you – and a normal guy for you to love.”


  MJ shook her head slowly. “I don’t get it…”


  He gestured to the room. “This is me, being normal. I’m no longer the President of the Afxisi.”


  She paled at his words, her gaze incredulous as she sought for a clue from the hard expression on Helios’ gorgeous face. Afxisi was his life. Did he really mean what he had just said?


  Understanding the doubt clouding her expression, Helios said fiercely, “It was the only way for me to show you that I’m willing to give up everything for you. I mean it when I said I miss you and that I want you back. That I need you back.”


  For a moment, memories of the past threatened to weigh him down, threatened to drown him with terror of being hurt again.


  For a moment, he vividly remembered Herod and Odessa talking about the kind of fool he had become because of love.


  But in the midst of the darkness, a spark of light flickered, and reflected on its flame was MJ’s face. A bravely smiling MJ who, after being rejected by Helios as his date, still hadn’t had a single bad thing to say about him.


  She’s the kind of girl who loves her guy enough not to walk out like any sensible girl would when an asshole like you shames her in public.


  The words tore the chains to his ugly past, allowing Helios to break free. When he looked at MJ, tears were running down her face, and the sight of it ravaged him. Why couldn’t he stop making her cry? What the fuck did he have to do to stop being the reason for her tears?


  MJ whispered, “Why are you doing this to me, Helios?”


  “Because I love you.”


  “You don’t.”


  “Yes. I do. And I’ll prove it to you. If you want a normal guy, I’ll be that guy for you. I’ll be whatever you want me to be, MJ, because you and me, we can be as normal as we can be, but the love we have—”


  She started to protest, but he shook his head. “Yes, MJ. The love we have. It’s never been the normal kind of love. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime thing, an extraordinary love, and that’s what I’m fighting for. I’ve been all kinds of a fool in the past, and my stupid mistakes made you lose faith in it. But I’ve learned my lesson. I’ll find a way to make you believe again.”


  Helios cupped her face. “I’ll make you fall in love with me as a normal guy, MJ. Because you and I, we’re meant to be together. Whether I’m normal. Whether I’m the President of the Afxisi. Whether I’m fucked up. You were always meant to save me, MJ. Falling for you was the only way to make me realize what I’ve always been missing and now that I know, I won’t let it go.”


  Chapter Five


  



  “What’s up, MJ?” Yuri greeted her cheerfully the moment she came out of her class. Yuri wasn’t alone, either. Together with him were the other officers of the club, the wickedly charming Kellion Argyros and bad boy Andreus Economou.


  Crowds of girls had gathered around them, near enough for MJ to hear their giggles and whispers but not so near they were within touching distance. Unlike other bike racing clubs, the Afxisi did not like being surrounded by groupies all the time. They took their privacy very seriously, and only the chosen few were privileged to be invited to their headquarters.


  The chosen few being those who were lucky enough to play housekeeper to the club’s members, MJ thought ruefully, remembering the days she had spent in the club’s HQ. “Why are you guys here?”


  “We thought we’d walk you back to your dorm,” Kellion said in a gallant voice. “You can’t have too many escorts, right?”


  MJ rolled her eyes. “I don’t need an escort.”


  Over her head, the three men exchanged looks. It appeared that Helios had not yet let MJ know of the danger she was facing, which was also one of the major reasons why Helios had chosen to work as an R.A. in her dorm.


  “You’re right,” Andreus said. “The truth is, we just want to have an excuse to drop by and see how Helios is doing as an 'ordinary guy'.”


  A blush stole over her cheeks at the Afxisi treasurer’s words. “You know about that?”


  All three grinned.


  “You didn’t really think we’d let him leave the club without finding out why, did you?” Yuri asked.


  Kellion was grinning broadly. “Oh man, the ribbing he got from the boys. Helios being ordinary? Like fuck that’s possible.”


  Their amusement was so infectious that she couldn’t stop herself from smiling a little, too. “I am kinda worried about it, too. Being an R.A.’s no joke.” They started walking together, with MJ flanked on one side by Yuri and Kellion and Andreus on the other side. The sight of it had all the girls they passed by dying with envy, but it was something MJ was oblivious to. In MJ’s mind, the three bikers were more like big brothers. In MJ’s mind, only one man could make her heart race.


  Yuri and the others knew that, too, and the fact was both amusing and comforting. It was nice to be in the company of a girl whose mind wasn’t completely consumed with thoughts of either seducing them, or worse, making them fall in love.


  “How did you find Helios’ new look?” Yuri asked.


  “It was okay.” She looked up at him, asking, “Do you know why he had it cut?”


  “He didn’t tell you?”


  She shook her head. She was about to say something else when something was thrown towards them. “What was that?” She tried to pick up whatever was thrown at them, but Andreus kept her from bending down.


  “Don’t bother looking,” Kellion told her.


  But she had always been the stubborn type. Even as the three tried to drag her forward, she still looked over her shoulder, and a choking laugh escaped her. “Did someone just throw her panties at you?”


  Not one of the guys answered her, and not one of them appeared surprised at what she said. She gasped again. “Does this happen to you all the time?”


  No answer.


  A thought occurred to her, and she asked uneasily, “Does this happen to…also?”


  Kellion asked innocently, “Who is “Also”?”


  MJ just glared at him in response.


  Kellion threw his hands up. “I absolutely have no idea—”


  She growled, “Helios.” Color flamed her cheeks the moment she said his name, feeling like she had betrayed herself by doing so. Where had her vow of living a Helios-free life gone?


  “No one does it to Helios.” It was Yuri who answered. “You know how serious he is. Everyone knows he’s likely to sue them for sexual harassment if they’re stupid enough to do it to him.”


  She was about to sigh in relief, secretly of course, when Kellion added, “But it’s different now.”


  “Different? Why is it different now?” The words came out as a squeak, a result of the anxiety pangs that were suddenly constricting MJ’s chest.


  Andreus rolled his eyes. “Because you wanted him to be normal, didn’t you?” By this time, they had reached the street of her dorm, and that was when MJ saw the huge crowd of students that had gathered in front of her place.


  “A normal Helios is someone who knows how to smile, someone who’s not arrogant as hell, and someone who’d be forced to talk more than a few times.” Andreus nodded towards the street party that seemed to have spontaneously started. “You think that crowd of groupies will stop at throwing panties?”


  “But I didn’t tell anyone about it…about what we talked about.”


  Andreus snorted. “You dumped our President in public, MJ. Did you really think no one would care to eavesdrop while you guys were talking?”


  ****


  “Knock, knock,” a voice caroled outside MJ’s room before the door was opened and Katya came sashaying in. She smirked at the sight of her dorm mate trying to study on her desk, trying being the operative word.


  “You’re hopeless.” Perching on the side of MJ’s table, she grabbed the textbook in front of her friend and tossed it to the bed.


  “Katya!”


  “There. I got your attention. Why are you hiding here when your man’s being eye-gang-banged by every girl in school?”


  “He’s not my man.”


  “See? You should have said ‘who’. Who’s being molested by the crowds of hungry women outside? But you didn’t so yeah, he’s your man, whether you admit it or not.”


  MJ was tempted to cover her ears. Since she had come home, she had been tortured by the squeals and shrieks that had come from the crowd of girls, all of them ostensibly interested in checking out the one vacant room at the dorm. But of course, everyone knew that they only wanted more time spent with Helios.


  And now here was Katya, torturing her even more. “Do I have to remind you he’s Greek?” she asked her friend. “You shouldn’t care about him.”


  “I don’t,” Katya answered right away. “But I do care about you.” She jumped off the desk and walked to the window. Taking a peek, she saw that the lineup for girls queuing to see the room hadn’t gotten any shorter. News about Helios Andreadis’ newfound “friendliness” had definitely spread.


  “Can you tell me one thing? Why did he decide to change?”


  MJ mumbled the truth.


  Katya’s eyebrows shot up. “Does that mean not being arrogant, too? Because trust me. That’s impossible for Greek men.”


  MJ lifted her shoulders in an awkward shrug. “I wouldn’t know. It’s not like I can put it to a test—” Katya grabbed her hand and dragged her out of her seat. “Hey, what? What are you doing?”


  “Let’s go put it to a test then.” Katya’s normally carefree smile became sober. “You were the first girl who didn’t care how bitchy I was. I felt terribly alone before you became my friend, you know. I’ve always wanted to return the favor, and now’s my chance.”


  Thirty minutes later, MJ found herself saying ‘hi’ to a friend of Katya’s at the sidewalk. Jack was a good-looking junior with an almost obnoxious air around him. As Jack introduced himself, MJ threw Katya a panicky look. This is really your friend?


  Trust me, Katya mouthed back and winked.


  MJ had no energy to wink back.


  Jack slung an arm around MJ’s shoulders. “So, Katya was telling me about a vacant room here in your dorm. Maybe we can check it out?”


  Yuri, Kellion, and Andreus were still out in the small yard in front of the dorm, surrounded by women as usual. When MJ and Jack walked past them, she could feel the trio following them with cold looks. Jack said loudly, “Those three are Helios Andreadis’ watchdogs, aren’t they? Do they bark when he gives orders?”


  Behind MJ, she heard a commotion, and then Yuri speaking in Greek in a low voice, probably calming the hot-headed Andreus down.


  MJ tried to get out of Jack’s hold, disliking the way he seemed to have fun baiting her friends. But when she looked up, she saw the way Jack’s eyes were twinkling and knew that somehow, all of it was for show.


  Jack bent his head down, murmuring in her ear, “I owe Katya a favor.”


  She whispered back, “And she made you pay by acting like a jerk?”


  Jack’s chuckle tickled her ear. “Something like that.”


  When Jack moved away, that was when she saw Helios standing at the main entranceway of the dorm, a stony look on his beautiful face.


  She opened her mouth to explain, but Helios beat her to talking. “Visiting hours are over.”


  Instead of her lips moving, her jaw dropped instead. “It’s only six in the evening.”


  Helios said indifferently, “New R.A., new rules.”


  Chapter Six


  



  “New R.A., new rules?” Kellion repeated Helios’ words in Greek when his friend joined them in the front yard.


  In retaliation, Helios handed out the cans of beers he had with him to Yuri and Andreus while throwing the last one at Kellion. If not for the other man’s quick reflexes, the can would have hit Kellion smack in the face.


  Kellion only burst into laughter in this added show of temper.


  “What was I supposed to say? Admit I was jealous and furious in front of that baby-faced asshole?” Helios gritted out in the same language, knowing it was the only way to keep their discussion private. Afxisi had long made it their business to know every Greek-speaking student in the uni, whether native or not, and none of them seemed to be here. He glanced at Yuri, waiting for the younger man to weigh in, but instead he caught a fascinated look on the other man’s face. “What?”


  Yuri shook his head, smiling a little. “I was just…reminiscing. I remember I was having this kind of conversation with MJ. That time, she ended up saying the opposite of what she wanted to say.”


  When Yuri didn’t say anything else, Helios growled, “Are you waiting for me to beg?”


  Yuri’s smile turned into a full-fledged grin, and the look of it had the hearts of the dozens of girls hanging around them fluttering. All of them had heard the rumors about Yuri turning into a dangerous beast in the bedroom, which was so at odds with his angelic appearance it had the girls desperate to learn the truth for themselves.


  “Spill it,” Andreus ordered. “I’m curious myself.”


  “Well, it was that time when MJ dared you to stop her.”


  Helios frowned. “Stop her from what?”


  “Err…from seeing me?”


  A look of comprehension dawned on Helios’ face, and color tinted his high-boned cheeks. Kellion and Andreus were looking back and forth between him and Yuri. “No fuck,” Andreus finally said. “You were even jealous of Yuri?”


  Kellion whistled. “Way to go, President. Now I know how stupid you can be where MJ’s concerned.”


  Helios said mildly to his ex-VP, “Fuck off.”


  But Kellion only shook his head in mock despair. “I only used to think that you’d find being ‘normal’ – and that means giving up 99% of your ego, you understand – difficult. But after what Yuri’s told us, it’s going to be impossible. No wonder you reacted that way to MJ’s guest.”


  “You wanted to beat him up, too. Don’t tell me you didn’t.”


  “Yeah, I did. And I could and I would. But that’s me being me. You, on the other hand, have sworn to act normal for the girl you love. And just in case you missed the memo, President, it’s not normal for an R.A. to change house rules just like that.”


  Helios’ jaw clenched.


  “For the record, President,” Yuri murmured, “I think when MJ told you she wanted a normal guy to love, she only meant someone who didn’t go to such lengths to keep himself from getting hurt…to the point he’d end up hurting the one he really loved.”


  Behind them, Andreus asked laconically, “That’s all well and good, but can someone tell me when the fuck did the Afxisi become a club for the next Ann Landers?” The typical rude comment from Andreus served to lighten the atmosphere, and even Helios felt himself relaxing.


  “If it were me, President, I think the solution is simple. Find a private place for you and MJ and seduce her. It is how you made her fall in love with you, ne?”


  Helios cocked his head to the side. “That’s also a good point.”


  “Not from where I’m standing,” Yuri refuted casually, his words a subtle reminder that he was Hallie’s brother.


  Andreus flushed at Yuri’s dig. All of them knew that Hallie carried a torch for him, and it was something he had succeeded in ignoring – so far.


  Kellion nudged Helios. “The last two girls who checked out the room are leaving. You should go now if you don’t want MJ and the other dude going in there alone.”


  ****


  “I’m so sorry for what happened back there,” MJ apologized as she and Jack headed to the line of students who were waiting to inspect the dorm’s sole vacant room.


  “It’s fine. Kat warned me beforehand about how jealous your R.A. can be.”


  MJ flushed. “He’s my ex-boyfriend.”


  Jack grinned. “You’re sweet, you know that?” When MJ looked at him in confusion, he continued, “Did you really think I wouldn’t be aware you and Helios Andreadis were a couple?” At her wide-eyed look, he exclaimed, “Seriously? Have you been living under a rock or something? He’s a famous biker, babe. Not just here in school, but all around the freaking world. Of course people know who he was dating.”


  When he put it like that, she realized how silly she was not to have realized that people would be interested in Helios’ love life. “I didn’t really know…or notice. I was…part of their club the first day of school and after that, my life got really busy with my chores as a volunteer, then I also had my grades to maintain for my scholarship…I didn’t really have any time to do anything else.”


  “You don’t have Facebook? Or Instagram or Twitter?”


  She shook her head. Avoiding social media had been another way for her to avoid being connected in any way to her past life, but now she realized how doing so had also left her out of touch with what was going on around her.


  Jack was typing something on his iPhone. “Here. Maybe you should see for yourself what’s happened.”


  Taking his phone, she saw on the screen a Facebook page for Helios. Her eyes widened at the numerous candid photos it had – she didn’t think Helios was the type to take these himself, which meant he had a lot of fans.


  Looking at the photos, something about it seemed awfully familiar. After a moment, she realized that the photos taken in the past week had all been from the same location - the street behind the building where her classes were held. Did it mean Helios had been following her all this time?


  “It’s your turn now.”


  MJ’s head snapped up, stunned to find Helios suddenly standing in front of her, a still-hostile look on his face when he glanced at Jack. “Are you still interested in checking out the room?”


  “Of course. Anything to keep me close to MJ,” Jack said, smiling charmingly.


  The realization of how close Helios had been all this time made her feel awkward and self-conscious. Returning Jack’s phone to him, she muttered “thanks” while pleading at him with her eyes not to mention anything in front of Helios.


  “If you want me to keep a secret,” Jack said wickedly, “you can seal my lips with yours—”


  His lips were sealed with Helios’ fist instead.


  “Jack!” MJ screamed as her companion fell to the ground. Kneeling down, she demanded worriedly, “Are you all right?” She tried helping him up but Jack waved her away, choosing to push himself up on his own. He shook his head, touching his jaw gingerly. “He took me by surprise, that’s all.” He looked up at Helios. “Care to do it again now that I’m aware you’re dying to beat me up?”


  Helios’ rage and jealousy were fast reaching its boiling point at the way MJ was still clinging to the other man. “Any time.”


  MJ gasped at Helios’ answer. “Are you—oh my God, why did you even hit him in the first place? He hasn’t done anything wro—” The resentful glare Helios threw at her shocked MJ so much she found herself trailing off.


  “I need to talk to you for a moment,” Helios bit out.


  She shook her head. “No. I have to take care of Jack—”


  Hearing another man’s name on her lips was the last straw. “Now.” Helios pulled her up and dragged her with him back into the dorm.


  MJ swallowed the urge to resist, not wanting to create an even greater scandal. After what Jack had revealed to her, she knew now that what had happened would be all over the Internet in minutes. She looked at Jack over her shoulder. “I’ll be right back—”


  Helios yanked her to his side, and she fell against him as they disappeared into the corner of the hallway of Helios’ room. “Not while I’m fucking here, you won’t,” he snarled. When he opened the door, he pulled her inside and kicked the door shut, locking it right after.


  When Helios turned to face her, she demanded, “What’s wrong with you? Why did you hit him?”


  He roared back, “He’s flirting with you in front of me. Did you truly think I would not react?”


  She couldn’t be further surprised. In the past, she had tried getting Helios to admit in private that he was jealous about the time she spent cleaning the officers’ bedrooms, and he had almost bitten her head off for it. And yet here he was now, saying something that he would once rather choke on a mouthful of thorns for.


  “That’s not how a normal guy reacts.” The words just came out of her mouth and when Helios flinched, she regretted saying it right away. She hadn’t meant to say it, but she had still done so in the end.


  Helios’ fists clenched. “This is what a normal guy in my book does. If I had been acting like who I really was, if I had been the President of the Afxisi, I’d have knocked him out cold.”


  Deeeeeym, MJ thought helplessly as she found her anger over Helios’ mistreatment of Jack disappearing at his words. Those words were so cool, and only someone like Helios Andreadis would have been able to speak them without looking like he was exaggerating.


  When Helios saw MJ squeeze her eyes shut, a look of pain on her face, he forgot about his jealous anger and stalked towards her, demanding tautly, “What’s wrong? Are you sick? Are you hurt?”


  A crazed laugh escaped her. “Everything’s wrong with me.” She looked at him with teary eyes. “I want to forget you. I wish I could go back to the day that I didn’t even know someone like you existed—”


  Helios shook his head fiercely. “No. Don’t say that.”


  “Why?” she cried out. “Because you miss having a stupid little girl who follows you around like a puppy dog as a girlfriend?”


  He grabbed her shoulders and looked at her. The torment in her eyes told him that it was time to reveal another truth to her. If he wanted them to be together, the right way, there must be no secrets kept between them. He said raggedly, “Because I know that the day you found out about me was the day you chose to live.”


  Chapter Seven


  



  “How much do you know?” It was minutes later when MJ finally managed to speak. Helios’ revelation had so shocked her that she had been left immobile and speechless, and she had not resisted when Helios guided her to the couch and had her drink a glass of water.


  Helios knelt down on the floor in front of her. “Everything.” He took her hands in his, and the cold clammy feel of her palms made him curse silently. When she tried to pull her hands away, he held on to it more tightly. “Look at me.”


  She shook her head.


  He said in a commanding voice this time, “Look at me.”


  Slowly, she lifted her gaze to his, a part of her helplessly answering his command.


  “When I found out about your past, I wanted to kill myself.”


  Her eyes widened.


  He smiled humorlessly. “What else could I feel? It was then I understood your fear of bikes, and that was when I realized how much you chose to suffer in choosing to love me.”


  “Is that why you’re doing all these things to get me back?” she muttered. “Because you feel guilty—”


  “No!” He squeezed her hands. “I won’t deny that I feel guilty. I do, and I don’t think I’ll ever stop feeling damn guilty about what I put you through. But more than that, you made me…” He swallowed. “You made me want to change. You made me want to be like my old self again. Someone…who didn’t have any trouble smiling. Someone who didn’t distrust people at first sight. Someone who could love you the way you deserve to be loved. I want to be that person for you because I can’t imagine spending another day of my life without you.”


  He released her hands to cup her cheeks. “I tried, MJ. For your sake, I tried to live without you. But it didn’t work.” He paused. “I also asked a really smart person about the best thing I can do for you, and you know what she said?”


  “No,” MJ whispered, mesmerized by the rare look of tenderness on Helios’ face. “What did she say?”


  “Basically, she told me to fight for you. To do everything I could to make you love me even if you could never love me back. Because I owe you that – for every fucking time I hurt you, for every fucking time I made you cry and made you feel like shit. I’ll do everything you want. Make me beg, make me work hard for it, make me swear and curse you in frustration – I’ll take it all, brat. Because if there’s at least one thing I want to do for you…it’s not for you to fall in love with me again.”


  MJ started crying. She had never imagined Helios could be this open about his feelings. She had never imagined Helios could say this many words in one sitting, actually.


  Helios straightened up to kiss her on the forehead. “I just want you to believe that you’re someone anyone can easily love, and that you never have to feel like you need to earn another person’s love again.”


  At his last words, MJ threw her arms around him. “I’ll do what you want,” she whispered.


  After a heartbeat, Helios’ arms wrapped around her frail form as he was unable to resist holding her close again. His eyes closed at the feel of her body in his arms. When he raised his hand to touch her hair, he wasn’t surprised to find it shaking. For so long, he had thought he would never have a chance to hold her once more. Now that she was in his arms, he was sorely tempted to lock her in it.


  “I’ll make you beg. I’ll make you work hard for it. I’ll make you swear and wish I had never been born,” she sobbed.


  He smiled at her fervent tone. It was as if MJ was swearing an oath of fealty just before going into battle. “But?” He had a feeling there was a ‘but’.


  She didn’t care if she was playing the fool or the idiot again. She had loved Helios Andreadis far too long to be immune to his pain. Had she really thought she could stay away from the sun god? Silly her for thinking something like that was possible when deep in her heart, she hadn’t even wanted it.


  Pulling back, she wriggled her arms free from his iron-like hold so she could cup his face. For a moment, all she could do was touch his cheeks, marveling at the knowledge that she had the freedom and right to touch him like this once more.


  “Before I do all that,” she whispered shakily, “do you think…” She swallowed. “Do you think we could make love just once?”


  One moment she was still on the couch, and the next thing she knew, Helios had scooped her up in his arms and was striding swiftly into his bedroom.


  Of all the things she would have asked for, he had never imagined she would ask for that, Helios thought. But then, MJ had always been unpredictable and that was one of the things he loved most about her. Her spontaneous ways might have a tendency to drive him crazy, but he wouldn’t change it for the world.


  When MJ started to speak, Helios kissed her hard, enough to have her toes curl. When he lifted his head, he glared at her and said shortly, “You cannot change your mind now.”


  “I wasn’t going to,” she said weakly.


  “Good.” He laid her carefully on the bed, doing his best to control the urge to pounce on her.


  “I just wanted to say thank you for coming after me.”


  Her sweet words had him groaning, and Helios couldn’t get rid of his clothes fast enough. He was naked in seconds, but MJ only had a short moment to appreciate his body before he was on top of her. “I’m sorry, brat, but I don’t think I can manage any kind of finesse right now.” It was the only warning she had before he literally ripped her clothes away from her body. She gasped at suddenly finding herself naked, and then she gasped again when Helios settled his lean hard body over hers.


  “I’ve missed you so much,” Helios groaned just before showering her face with sexy tender kisses.


  She wrapped her arms around his neck when his mouth found hers, and eventually her legs found its way around his waist when his tongue sank into her mouth and played havoc with her senses. Even this early, her body was already on fire, the rekindled memories of Helios’ passionate lovemaking enough to make her feel so close to coming.


  Thoughts of this not being the right thing to do flittered in her mind, but she pushed them all away. She had survived this long and this far by letting her heart rule her mind and not by letting what other people thought sway her.


  MJ writhed under Helios as he explored her body with his mouth and hands. He spent what seemed like an eternity caressing and kissing her breasts, his tongue expertly teasing her nipples into an aroused state before he sucked on them one at a time.


  She tried to stop him when his mouth began to trail further down her body, but Helios wasn’t to be stopped. Soon, he was forcing her legs to spread wide open before him. A moan broke out of her as he teased her folds. By the time he had sunk one finger inside her, she was already soaking wet. By the time he started sucking on her clit, he had reduced her into a whimpering mess.


  “Please,” MJ gasped as the passion he had unfurled inside her body began to spiral out of control. Her nails dug deeper into his shoulders. “Please…”


  “Let me see you come, sweetheart.”


  The hoarse plea was all she needed to break down, her pleasure reaching its peak, and she screamed as she came.


  The moment she did, Helios rose up to sink his already engorged cock into her, and his harsh groan mingled with her cries of pleasure. The feeling of having his cock surrounded by MJ’s warmth was indescribable, and he knew it would only take a few moments before he would also come.


  MJ’s eyes rolled back when she felt Helios start to move, his thrusts relentless as he fucked her long and hard. She wasn’t stunned when she felt her body start to tense and tremble, a second orgasm about to reach its peak.


  Helios slipped a hand under her body to grab one round cheek, squeezing it hard as he used it to anchor MJ under him while he fucked her faster and harder. The erotic sounds of their sweaty bodies slapping against each other filled the room, mingling with MJ’s breathless whimpers.


  Looking down at her, he said rawly, “I love you.”


  Tears formed in her eyes. A moment later, she was pulling his head down for a kiss, telling him without words what he wanted to hear but she couldn’t say.


  More tears tracked down his neck, and Helios knew that MJ felt guilty for her rejection even though both of them knew he had more than deserved it.


  When she felt Helios’ cock withdrawing from her body, she tensed in protest, her fingers gripping his shoulders. Was he mad that she hadn’t returned his words?


  Easily reading the emotions on her face, Helios managed a smile. “I’m not angry, sweetheart.” He reached down between their bodies for her clit. “Once you fall in love with me again, I can always make you pay then.”


  “Helios!”


  Triumph flashed in his eyes. “You said my name.”


  MJ was equally stunned, but for a different reason. She had never thought Helios would notice she hadn’t been using his name. The realization brought tears to her eyes because it was yet another proof that Helios really did love her.


  She might not be able to tell her she loved him right now, but at least she could do this.


  MJ lifted her head to take his lower lip between her teeth. “Helios.” She whispered his name again just before sucking hard on his lower lip.


  Helios’ entire body froze above her and then with a growl, he took over completely, with so much heat and passion it had MJ dazed and wondering if he had been holding back all the while. His cock plunged into her with such immense force she was reduced to clinging to him helplessly like a ragdoll, unable to do anything but to follow his movements.


  Each thrust had her eyes rolling back, and when he told her to come, she did so easily, crying out his name while he roared out hers as his seed spilled into her.


  When she surfaced back into consciousness, it was to find Helios looking at her with rampant hunger in his leonine gaze. Her eyes widened and she gasped weakly, “Again?”


  In answer, he lifted her up over his body before slowly lowering her to his aroused cock. “Helios—” But the rest of what she had to say turned into a moan as she found herself fully possessed by Helios’ cock while riding him astride.


  Helios started caressing her bare breasts, making her moan again. Looking at Helios, all golden skin and muscles like a god, his large hands clasping her hips as he started to lift her up and down his cock like her weight was of no consequence, MJ found herself falling in love with him all over again.


  “I’m disappointed in you, brat. I thought you once prided yourself on being my #1 fan.”


  She gazed at him dazedly. “I am.”


  “Then how is it you believe once would be enough for me after the time we had spent apart?”


  Her mouth formed an O of surprise at his words, but there was no chance for her to answer, not with Helios starting to bounce her up and down his cock. It would set the tone for the rest of the evening, with MJ given no moment to even think or breathe without Helios.


  He fucked her from behind, fucked her while he was on his feet and she was against the wall, and later he fucked her in the shower. He fucked her on the couch when she told him she had to go back to her room, and then he fucked her one last time in her own bed, just so, Helios told her gravely, her bed would smell like him, too.


  When she woke up, there was a note on her bedside table.


  Don’t forget to make me beg, brat.


  I look forward to proving to you how much I love you.


  Yours forever,


  Helios


  Chapter Eight


  



  “Remind me again how cleaning the toilet is part of an R.A.’s job?” Helios asked darkly as he straightened from his task at the dorm’s third-floor bathroom, a discontented look on his face. He was wearing a wife-beater , jeans, and workers’ boots – nothing special, really, but at that moment, he looked the most gorgeous man on the planet for MJ.


  Bringing down her face mask, she answered cheerfully, “It’s not. This is all part of your desire to be a normal guy.”


  Helios glanced down at the third toilet bowl he had scrubbed clean with distaste. “I fucking hate being a normal guy.”


  She gasped, letting her lower lip tremble a bit as if she was about to cry.


  Helios said hastily, “But I love you more, which is why I will do this gladly.”


  MJ turned around swiftly so Helios wouldn’t see her grinning. But her rocking shoulders gave her away and she shrieked when Helios spun her around and pushed her against the wall. “What’s this?” he purred. “You’re trying to manipulate me now?”


  “Err, yes?” She had a hard time breathing at how close they were. When Helios pressed his body closer to hers, she almost closed her eyes and moaned.


  He whispered into her ear, “You think you have me in the palm of your hands because I’m in love with you?”


  “Err, yes to that, too?” She held her breath, wondering if this was the time Helios would finally snap.


  But all he did was grin and kiss her nose. “You’re right. So hurry up and fall in love with me.”


  When he turned around, MJ was this close to throwing her toilet brush at his head, and only the knowledge that doing that would make Helios Andreadis really angry kept her from doing it.


  It had been a week since Helios had asked her to make him beg, and she had. Things that Helios Andreadis couldn’t have possibly done, she had made him to do. Tutor failing cheerleaders in their dorm so they could pass their exam and not lose his temper while doing it? Check. Mow the lawn while the boyfriends of girls at the dorm egged him and threw garbage his way? Check. Talk about the importance of being open with his feelings to one of the boys at the dorm when he had been dumped because he had been too arrogant to admit to liking the girl first (and Helios had to do it without choking)? Check.


  There was nothing she had asked him to do that Helios had not done right away and had not excelled at. The problem was, she was close to begging, too. Helios hadn’t touched her or kissed her since that night as well, and she just couldn’t make herself ask him. She had her pride, too…which was why she was reduced to seducing him in the most subtle ways she could think of.


  Did Helios know she was trying to seduce him? She hoped not. Surely not. If he had known, Helios’ arrogant nature would have made him smirk and crow at her weakness.


  “President?”


  Helios got up from his crouching position at MJ’s inquiring tone. “I told you not to call me—” He almost found himself unable to speak by the time he turned fully to MJ and saw her bent over on the toilet, with her long shapely legs and practically half of her butt exposed by her tiny pair of denim shorts.


  Helios breathed hard for a moment—


  MJ balanced herself on the heels of her feet to peek at Helios’ expression when he stopped speaking. “President.”


  Helios swiftly rearranged his facial expression to something that was more furious than tormented. “That,” he said shortly. “Don’t call me that. You know it’s not true anymore.”


  She bit her lips. “That’s what I was wondering about. Are you sure you’re really okay with you not having anything to do with…bikes?” While she was immensely happy having Helios with her all the time, she couldn’t help but feel guilty as well, knowing she was taking him away from one of the few passions Helios had in his life.


  But, MJ thought defensively, it wasn’t like she had asked him to do it. He had volunteered – and she had just said yes. So really, she hadn’t done anything wrong.


  “Hey.” Helios was suddenly close, looming over her, a worried frown on his face. “Have you been worrying about that?”


  “Nope.” But according to his fan page on Facebook, she should. There were thousands of girls who blamed her for no longer having Helios Andreadis to look forward to in underground bike races.


  He snorted. “You are – and you shouldn’t be.” He bent down halfway so he could caress her cheek. “I chose you, brat. You’re my life. When I saw you flying in the air after riding the bike that one time—” The memory had him whitening, and his hand shook when he caressed her face again. “I almost died back there. I don’t want something like that to happen again.”


  The emotions underlying his tone made MJ bite her lip. She still couldn’t get used to Helios revealing so much of his feelings, making her treasure every instance he opened up to her. “I’m sorry I was so stupid back then,” she whispered, knowing she had to own up to being partly to blame at least. “I was just so out of my mind about losing you and thinking about my dad that I…”


  Helios cupped her face and kissed her. To hell with his plan of making MJ suffer from physical longing so that she would fall in love with him more quickly. Right now, they both needed this kiss and what she needed, he had sworn to give.


  “I won’t ever make you feel like you had to earn my love again, brat. You never have to, remember that. It’s always here in my heart.”


  A full second passed before MJ pulled back a little so she could look at Helios’ expression and ask, “I really love how you’re saying all these things, but…how do you manage to say it with a completely straight face?”


  Helios slammed her head back against his chest. “Shut up. And I have no fucking idea how,” he snarled in answer as color stained his cheeks. “Must be because I love you that much.”


  “MJ? I was told you’re here—oh.” 


  MJ couldn’t get away fast enough from Helios at the sudden appearance of one of the dorm’s first-year residents.


  Helios reluctantly let her go, knowing that even now MJ wasn’t completely comfortable with having other people see them together. It was another reason why he had been withholding sex. He couldn’t help but feel irritated and hurt, like a goddamn infatuated schoolboy, knowing that while MJ wanted him in the bedroom, she didn’t want to be associated with him outside it.


  MJ self-consciously tucked her hair behind her ears. “Tammy, hey. What is it?”


  “I was just wondering if I could have a…” She stopped, looking at Helios awkwardly.


  Helios took that as a cue to move further back into the bathroom and start cleaning the toilet again. If the others at the Afxisi could see him now, Helios thought darkly. They would never let him live this down.


  When Helios was gone from sight, Tanya whispered, “Can you lend me a napkin?”


  “Oh. Sure.” Poking her head back into the bathroom, she hollered out to Helios, “I’ll be right back, President. I just need to get something from my room.”


  “Sure – and my name is not President. How many times do I have to tell you that?” he yelled back.


  MJ hurried up her floor with a smile on her face.


  When she reached her room, she grabbed a few extra pads from her table. On her way out, she bumped into Katya, who had a troubled expression on her face. When Katya saw her, she asked immediately, “Are you okay?”


  “I am…why wouldn’t I be?” MJ asked, confused.


  Katya looked at her face for one long moment. “You don’t know,” she said finally.


  “No. I guess I don’t. What is it?”


  Katya slowly handed her phone to MJ. The browser was on a Greek newspaper’s website, and the biggest photo on its homepage was of Helios at some club in Miami in a liplock with a Russian model. “W-what does the article say?” MJ whispered.


  “I think you should talk about it with Helios first,” Katya said uneasily. “I don’t think it’s true—”


  MJ looked at her friend pleadingly.


  Katya exhaled. “It says that Helios has been out partying every night since he retired from bike racing.”


  They heard the sound of heavy footsteps headed towards them at the end of Katya’s words. When they looked up, Helios was there, looking like he had run like hell to get to them.


  Helios cursed silently when he saw MJ’s pale face. She had heard about it, too, then. He did not blame Katya Vlahos at all for telling her. She was only looking out for her friend, the same way his friends were looking out for him, with Yuri calling him right away the moment he heard about the news breaking out in Greek media.


  When he looked at Katya, the other girl asked MJ, “Are you okay if I leave or do you want me here?”


  MJ swallowed. “I’m…okay. You can go.” She talked without really hearing herself. It was like she was floating, and everything was happening to another MJ, not her. Just when things were starting to look right, this had to happen. She could almost hear James’ voice inside her head, taunting her. Do you really think you deserve to be happy? You don’t, MJ. You never did.


  And James should know. He was a famous racer once. He knew how it felt to be loved by many. MJ didn’t, and maybe she was never meant to because she wasn’t the kind to be loved.


  It was only when Helios started shaking her shoulders that she looked up and realized she was already in his arms.


  “It’s not true,” Helios said fiercely. “That photo was taken years ago. I have no fucking idea why they’re lying about me all of a sudden, but it’s not true.”


  She didn’t, couldn’t answer.


  “I’m heading back to Greece tonight to figure out what’s going on. But I promise you, nothing in that stupid article is the truth. I’ve been in the club every night, MJ. I’ve got the CCTV footage to prove it—”


  She said between dry lips, “But that could be faked.”


  “Do you really think I’d go to such lengths to lie to you?” Helios demanded. “I wouldn’t—”


  She whispered, “If you really loved me, you would.”


  This time, Helios cursed out loud, realizing how neatly MJ had trapped him, probably even without planning to. “MJ, dammit, I swear to you, I haven’t even fucking left the school since we broke up, and that’s the goddamn truth. I love you – just you, and it will always be you. Can’t you make yourself believe that?”


  Before she could answer, her own phone rang. She answered it unthinkingly and was surprised to hear it was Jack. She had come to know the other guy fairly well, with both of them into photography.


  Helios stiffened when he heard MJ say another guy’s name. It was that asshole again. MJ had admitted to him long before that Jack was more Katya’s friend than hers, but he wasn’t buying it. He had seen the way Jack looked at MJ and knew the interest wasn’t platonic.


  When he heard MJ citing a time and place to meet, he reached for her phone without thinking, snatching it out of her hand and ending the call.


  “Helios!” MJ’s face was full of indignation.


  So she would only say his name out of anger?


  In one move, he had her against the wall, hands slamming on each side of her face like a cage. She tried to get away, but there was no escaping and they both knew it.


  “Let me go,” MJ muttered.


  “Why are you meeting up with that man?”


  She looked away as she answered, “It’s none of your busi—”


  “It is my business because I love you,” he growled.


  “Do you really?” she asked tightly.


  “What else do I have to do, dammit? I’ve bared my fucking heart a thousand times. I’ve let you trample on my pride a thousand times more. What else do you fucking need to believe that I love you?”


  Tears slipped through her tightly squeezed eyes at his words. MJ knew what he said was true, and she also knew that not believing him was more her fault than his. “I don’t know,” she said finally, wearily. “Every time I want to believe you, something like this happens and I just don’t think…I don’t think I’m cut out for it.”


  This time, when she pushed him off her, he let her, and somehow this terrified her. But she didn’t let her fear show, and only the quiver in her voice betrayed her emotions as she whispered, “I don’t think it’s you this time. I think it’s all me. You did your best to be normal, but you…can’t.”


  “Stop talking,” Helios said between clenched teeth, his body tense for he already knew what she was about to say, and he didn’t want to hear it.


  “You’re Helios Andreadis, and I’m me—”


  “I said stop talking,” he roared.


  “—and I don’t think I’ll ever be good enough for you.”


  The words fell between them like the most fragile glass shattering in the ground, never to be pieced back together again.


  A raw look crossed Helios’ face as he looked at MJ, making her cover her mouth because she knew any time now, she would start breaking down.


  “Is that it? The first sign of trouble and you bail out? Is that what ‘normal’ fucking means?”


  She shook her head, crying silently at the look of betrayal in his gaze. “It just won’t work. You deserve better—”


  “No. Don’t do that. Don’t fucking say that. This time, let’s have it all fucking out in the open. You’re the one who wants me to change, and you’re the one who thinks I haven’t changed enough. So this?” Bitterness colored his voice. “You’re the one thinking I’m not good enough for you.”


  Chapter Nine


  



  It was only when everyone was settled in their seats in the common room of the Afxisi’s private jet that Kellion finally asked, “How did MJ take the news?”


  Helios answered curtly, “She dumped me.”


  Silence.


  “Fuck.” Andreus was the first to speak. “Did you explain to her that the photo was taken years ago?”


  “She doesn’t believe me.”


  “You want me to talk to her?” Yuri offered.


  Helios shook his head. “This is between the two of us. We’ll find a way to fix it.” And they would, he vowed. If he had more time, he would have forced MJ to stop being blind to the truth. She still loved him. He could feel it, even if she never spoke of it. He could see it in the way she looked at him when she thought he was busy with something else. Only a girl who was fucking in love would be able to gaze at a guy’s sleeping face (or at least someone who was pretending to be asleep) for hours without ending up sick of it. She did all the things a girl in love did except say the words.


  MJ loved him, Helios told himself, and one way or another he’d find a way to make her trust him again. But for now, he had something equally important and serious to attend to, and the sooner he had things resolved here, the quicker he could go back to MJ’s side.


  “Have you asked your contacts about this?” Helios asked Andreus.


  Andreus nodded. “The news can be traced back to Herod.”


  Helios was stunned. “My brother? We haven’t had anything to do with him ever since that time he threatened Rick. Why the fuck would he suddenly butt into our business and make trouble for us like this?”


  Andreus grimaced. “I don’t have any answers to that, unfortunately. It’s the only thing I’ve confirmed so far.”


  Kellion rubbed his jaw. “Herod Andreadis might be an asshole, but he isn’t an idiot. I don’t see him doing something like this without a reason or a motive.” He glanced at Helios. “Do you?”


  He didn’t, and that was what worried him.


  It was already night when they arrived at Athens. When they got to their hotel, Helios excused himself immediately, wanting to make a call to MJ. It should be about three in the afternoon in Florida, which meant her classes had ended for the day.


  Her phone rang several times, but his call remained unanswered.


  Helios hesitated for one long moment before his worry got the better of him and he logged in to the private network that hosted the dorm’s CCTV system. He tapped on the camera assigned to MJ’s floor at the dorm, and there were no signs of movement.


  He pressed rewind and watched intently, alert for any appearance of MJ – and got it a little after midnight.


  MJ and Jack climbing the stairs to her floor, both of them soaking wet—


  MJ talking to Jack in front of her door—


  MJ looking up straight at the cam, looking up straight at him, it seemed, as if she wanted him to know that she knew what he was doing.


  And then MJ allowing Jack inside her room – and the other man only leaving in the morning.


  His phone crashed to the floor.


  ****


  “Are you sure this is cool with your guy?” Jack asked as he stepped inside her room, shivering. They had been caught by an unexpected rainstorm on their way back home, and even though they had made a run for it, they had still ended up dripping wet.


  “Uhh…” MJ was carefully unwrapping her SLR, which she had bundled up inside her sweater. She was okay with being sick because of being out in the rain. But her SLR being damaged was not okay since that meant expensive repairs that she couldn’t afford at the moment.


  She sighed in relief when, upon trying the power switch, her SLR came to life right away. Thank God it was okay!


  Jack suddenly appeared in front of her, making MJ almost jump back in surprise. “MJ?”


  MJ blinked. “Sorry. You were saying?”


  “Is it okay with your boyfriend that I’m in here?”


  Was it okay? It was the exact thing she had wondered when she had caught sight of the CCTV camera and thought of Helios seeing her about to enter her room with another man. She hadn’t any idea what the right answer to that was then – and she still didn’t know it now. All she knew was that she should stop thinking that what Helios thought mattered. She had to move on. She had to. She wasn’t the kind of girl who could survive the drastic ups and downs of being a girlfriend to someone like Helios Andreadis. She just wanted something stable – something normal.


  MJ said finally, “He’s not my boyfriend.”


  If he wasn’t, Jack thought ruefully, then it shouldn’t have taken her so long to answer. But out loud, all he said was, “Well, whatever you call him or whatever he is to you then. Is it okay that I’m here with you?”


  “He doesn’t have a say about it. Besides, it’s not like we’re doing anything wrong.” When she saw him give her a leering look, MJ rolled her eyes even as she smiled. “Stop it.” Peeking outside through her window, she said with a frown, “But I think you should stay here for the night. The weather’s crazy right now.”


  While Jack went to change in the bathroom at the end of the hall, MJ busied herself by taking out a comforter and laying it on the floor. By the time Jack came back, pillows and blanket were already laid on top of it.


  Jack whistled. “You’re like a Girl Scout.”


  She shrugged, not wanting him to know that she had learned to be this way because she had been too afraid of displeasing James if she was anything less than neat and orderly in her room.


  When they got to bed, she and Jack talked about the seminar they had attended in the afternoon and the kind of photos they planned to take using the new techniques they had learned. When Jack suddenly sat up, she thought it was to grab a glass of water because talking had made him thirsty.


  But instead, he leaned down to kiss her on the lips.


  MJ recovered a second too late. “No, Jack.” She pushed him, and he immediately moved away. The kiss left her body shaking. She had never thought Jack would do something like that. He was a friend. She only ever saw him as a friend. She was still trying to get over Helios, and it was the reason why they had gotten to know each other in the first place. Had he forgotten that?


  “I’m sorry,” Jack said in a flat voice after a while. He was lying on his back on the comforter, one arm thrown over his head while he stared sightlessly at the ceiling.


  MJ had a pillow over her head, and her voice was muffled when she answered, “I’m sorry if I led you on or something. I didn’t mean to.”


  “You didn’t. It was wishful thinking on my part.” Jack paused. “But MJ?”


  “Y-yeah?”


  “I know about you wanting Helios to be a normal guy. And I’m being completely honest here – and not being a jealous vindictive jerk – Helios Andreadis can never be normal. It will be a daily routine to be involved in catfights, brawls, and scandals as long as you’re connected to him. If you really want a normal guy, how about dating me? I don’t think his pride will allow him to go after you if he knows you’re already going out with someone else.”


  She said uncertainly, “It’s not that easy—”


  Slowly, Jack lifted his hand and sought MJ’s. Twining his fingers with hers, he said, “It’s that easy. It’s really that easy – but maybe you just don’t want it to be.” And then he let her hand go, allowing her to think about whose hand she really wanted to hold.


  Chapter Ten


  



  Against the advice of his friends, Helios was alone when he walked inside the mansion he had lived in for several years with the rest of the Andreadis clan. This was a place he should call home, but he had never thought of it that way, not even from the very start.


  Indifference was the only thing he felt as he gazed at the familiar surroundings, beautiful and elegant as they were. The vaulted ceilings, the marbled tiles, the priceless furniture all around him – if anything, every single bit of it only reminded him of the price one had to pay to be a part of the Andreadis clan.


  His mother had not been willing to pay the price, even if it meant dying in poverty.


  Fortunately, Helios, too, had realized the same thing in time.


  Herod’s mother, Dahlia, was visibly surprised to see him when she came down the grand spiral staircase, dressed resplendently in pearls and silk. She was in her early fifties now, but Dahlia appeared two decades younger, no doubt thanks to expensive beauty treatments that only the Andreadis fortune could afford.


  “Why are you here?” Dahlia stopped at one of the last few steps of the stairs, needing the additional height to be able to look down on Helios. Even dressed plainly as he was in a shirt and jeans, there was something godlike about him – and it wasn’t even because at six-foot-seven, he towered over most people.


  No, with Helios Andreadis, the ability to wield power was natural, something he was born with and had no need of outside trappings to prove – unlike her son Herod. Her teeth snapped together at the thought, wishing for the thousandth time that Helios Andreadis had never existed.


  She had always hated this boy in front of her, especially with his all-knowing eyes that were so much like his grandfather’s. She had never been able to fool the old man, and neither had she been able to fool his favorite grandson.


  The hatred in Dahlia’s hard blue eyes was something he was long used to seeing. Once, he had thought she could be his second mother. But now he knew better. Once a gold-digging bitch, always a gold-digging bitch and Helios, being one of the things that stood in her way of gaining near-complete control of the Andreadis fortune, was someone she thought better off dead.


  Although Helios preferred not to have anything to do with Dahlia, courtesy prevented him from ignoring her and he said, “To pay a visit to my dear older brother.”


  Dahlia stiffened. “Why do you want to talk to him?”


  “Apparently, rumors about me partying in Miami have come out, and they’ve been traced back to my own estranged family as the source.”


  Dahlia forced a laugh. “Impossible.” But when Helios started to walk away, seemingly intent on looking for her son, she had no choice but to call him back. “Wait!”


  He didn’t stop moving.


  “It wasn’t Herod, damn you! It was me!”


  Helios stilled. He had a feeling that was the case. He just couldn’t see why Herod would try going against him another time when the past had made it clear his older brother was no match for him. “Why would you have such rumors spread?”


  “How would I know you would care about such silly things? You were a lot worse when you were back here in Greece.”


  Helios only looked at her, not at all distracted by her change of subject.


  Flushing, Dahlia muttered, “There have been talks among the board members of having Herod replaced as chairman. I had to do something to make sure that they wouldn’t think you were better than him.”


  “You could have just told them I don’t want anything to do with the company—”


  A scornful laugh escaped Dahlia. “Do you think I’m such a fool that I’d believe that? Everyone wants more money, Helios. Everyone.”


  Helios inclined his head. “Perhaps you’re right. I like the power that money gives me. But the thing is, I know how to earn my money. I prefer earning my money than having to steal and ruin other people’s lives for it.” His eyes turned steely. “Stop it with the rumors, Dahlia. This is your only warning. Don’t make me come back here again. If I do, it’s to take everything you own.”


  She knew he was not making an idle threat, but she didn’t have a choice, either. “Why do you care what people here say about you anyway?” she cried out. “It’s just rumors, and when the board finishes with the voting for the next chairman, it will all be over.”


  “I don’t give a shit about your problems. Just put a stop to the fucking rumors and you can go back to forgetting I ever existed.”


  Dahlia burst out angrily, “I can’t! I won’t!”


  His lips tightened in fury. “Then you’re making the biggest mistake of your life.”


  Realizing no amount of begging or reasoning would change her stepson’s mind, Dahlia threw out her last gamble. “If you do, then you’ll never hear from Rick again.” She held her breath right after, waiting tensely for Helios to call her bluff. But when he didn’t say a word, Dahlia could have laughed in sheer relief.


  “What has Rick got to do with anything?”


  Trying to keep herself cool, Dahlia murmured, “Don’t deny the rumors about yourself. It will only last for a few months at least. Then it’s over and I won’t need Rick anymore.” The fury that blazed from Helios’ eyes made her swallow, but she forced herself to lift up her chin and demand, “Is that a deal?”


  Helios knew he had no choice. He loved MJ with all his heart, but he also owed Rick his life. “I swear to God, Dahlia, if I find out you’ve harmed him in some way, I will fucking wrest control of Andreadis Enterprises from your money-grubbing hands myself. And I’ll make sure you’ll not be in a position to ever have it again.”


  Only when Helios had driven away did Herod emerge from behind one of the rooms. He had been there from the very start, but the cowardly and humiliated part of him had made him hide and allow his own mother to handle Helios.


  Seeing Helios in the flesh had been a shock to his system. Once, they could have been like twins as both of them had the same golden hair and eyes as well as the tall, swarthy build of their forefathers. But now, all they had were the same coloring. Envy and hatred boiled inside him upon remembering how Helios looked. Certainly nothing like the bloated, wasted image that looked back at him in the mirror every day.


  “That will only keep him quiet for a while,” Herod said as he entered the living room.


  Dahlia wasn’t surprised to see that her son had been eavesdropping all the while. He had always been spineless, but then that was exactly how she wanted things to be as it allowed her control of the family fortune.


  “A while is all that we need,” Dahlia murmured.


  “And if he finds out that we don’t actually have Rick in our hands?”


  “He won’t find out until it’s too late. By then, our problems will be solved and he’d be made to feel like a fool for falling for our bluff.”


  Herod nodded. “Do you by any chance know where Rick is?”


  “No, and I don’t really care. I’ve paid the best in the business to find out where he is, and it seems he’s vanished into thin air. I doubt Helios’ men can come up with better results. Whoever it is that’s gotten a hold of Rick, they’re undoubtedly experts at making people disappear.” Her lips formed a smile tinged with malice. “I actually wish I knew who has him. I’d like to hire them myself and get them to make Helios disappear, too. Then our problems would be solved forever.”


  Chapter Eleven


  



  “Are you sure you’re good to go home alone?” Yuri asked as he and the others stopped at the edge of the hangar. They had all come to see Helios off, who was flying back a day earlier. The rest of them had their own tasks to take care of in hopes of finding out where Rick was.


  “I’m not a fucking baby, Athanas.”


  Kellion said, “We all know that, President, but you’ve been, ah, how shall we say it? You’ve been emotionally sensitive since you and your girl brat broke up, so it’s understandable we worry about you.”


  Helios flipped him the bird. “Just make sure you’re all back by Monday night. I know you still have a race on Tuesday, and the rookies need at least one officer present for support.”


  “Aww shucks,” Andreus drawled. “You still know our schedule. You miss us that much, President?”


  “Don’t start on me, Economou. Or we can talk about that person you miss all the time.”


  Andreus colored as the other men laughed. “Fuck you. I hope MJ makes you bleed some more,” he muttered before stalking off.


  “I better go after him before he explodes,” Kellion said with a shake of his head. “Stay safe. We’ll do our best here.”


  When he and Yuri were left alone, Helios asked, “Have you heard any news about MJ’s father and Manolito Chavez?”


  Yuri’s face took on a somber cast. “Not a thing, and that’s what’s keeping me on edge. By now we should be hearing any signs of movement, but – nothing. It’s either they’re laying really low – which I hope – or everything they’re doing right now is meant to be hidden from us.”


  Helios started at Yuri’s words. “He knows we know about them then?”


  “Possibly. Chavez has his own connections, too.” Yuri checked his watch. “You better go now. I’ll make sure to stay on top of things here, and I’ll keep you posted if I hear anything about MJ’s father.”


  Helios and Yuri thumped each other on the back. “Thank you,” Helios said gruffly.


  Yuri smiled. “MJ’s really changed you, President. You wouldn’t even have thought of saying that before.”


  Helios graciously acknowledged the words with his middle finger.


  Inside the club’s private jet, Helios waited for the plane to take off and stabilize in the air before taking out his phone. For a long while, he stared at it, knowing there was no way he could escape the truth now.


  In a way, he had welcomed the need to put aside his problems with MJ while visiting his old home. The scars he had suffered from the past had long healed. When he had looked at Dahlia, not even resentment had flickered to life. All he had wanted at that time was to get as far away as possible from her and everything that was connected to the Andreadis clan.


  But now, it was time to face his problems.


  As easily as that, the memories came flooding back in, reminding him of the footage he had obsessively watched, replaying the moment MJ had allowed the other man into her room over and over.


  Had they done it? Of course they fucking had. No sane man would do nothing when allowed inside the room of the girl he liked.


  Imagining MJ in the arms of another man left him sickened and enraged, but he did his best to control it. Had MJ felt the same all those times she had been confronted with the sight of another woman in his bed when she was just a volunteer at the club?


  Helios switched his phone on.


  Finding out about Rick’s disappearance out of the blue felt like the ground he had been standing on had suddenly caved in. It had made him think of MJ and how she, too, could so easily disappear from his life. He didn’t want that to happen, nor did he want for another day to be wasted with him clinging to his stupid pride.


  If MJ had given herself to another man…then so be it. But it wouldn’t fucking happen again because he would never let her out of her sight after this. He loved MJ, and he would do whatever it took to keep her with him.


  ****


  MJ was out at the school’s soccer field, taking photos of the varsity team and cheerleaders in action and hoping to sell it to the yearbook committee and the college paper, when her phone rang. She froze when she saw who was calling and after another second’s hesitation, she slowly put her camera down on her lap and reached for her phone.


  This was the first time he had called since the other night. Since that happened.


  “Hello?”


  Helios closed his eyes at the sound of her voice, which was more than enough to replenish his tired spirit. He heard the noise in the background and asked, “Are you outside?”


  She gripped the phone tighter, a silly part of her imagining it as a way to hold on to Helios longer and to keep him talking to her. Barely two days had passed since he was gone and she already felt like she was dying from withdrawal symptoms.


  A part of her wanted to get mad at him. Was this what being normal meant to him? No normal guy would just up and fly to Greece in a freaking private jet to find out who were spreading rumors about him. Actually, no normal guy would have someone freaking spread fake rumors about him. Because that was what Helios had wanted her to believe, wasn’t it?


  Another part of her just wanted to bawl out and cry. She felt so guilty about what happened between her and Jack. She knew she only had herself to blame for it. Helios had already warned her without words, but she had paid him no heed. And so it happened.


  So many things she wanted to say, but in the end all she could say was, “Yeah. I’m at the soccer field, taking pictures.” She wanted to thump her head on the cold hard ground. God. She. Was. An. Idiot. Helios Andreadis was calling her long-distance. After their fight, he was the first one to unbend, the first one to call her. And that was all she had to say?


  “I see.” Helios leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and feeling like he was treading closer to the battleground the further in he was into the conversation. “How have you been?”


  She tried to answer, but her voice caught in the end. How the heck, she wondered wildly, would she answer that?


  Helios heard the unexpected tremor in MJ’s voice and asked sharply, “Are you okay?”


  She couldn’t answer, tears clogging her throat.


  “MJ? Answer me.”


  She wanted to, but what could she say?


  Suddenly, everything became clear. He said harshly, “I know about it.”


  MJ gasped, one hand flying to cover her mouth as another sob escaped her.


  Helios closed his eyes, the only way to ward off images of MJ and another man disappearing into her room together. “I know Jack was in your room the other night.”


  She almost dropped her phone at his words. Oh God, oh God. He really did know. She thought about denying it, thought about asking how he knew, but what was the point? He knew. Oh God, Helios knew.


  The silence that strained between them made Helios’ breathing harsh. He wished, he wished and prayed with all his fucking might that she would deny it but the more time passed, the more the truth began to sink in.


  They had done it.


  Another man now knew the feel and taste of MJ’s body.


  Helios wanted to go berserk at the thought.


  “I’m sorry,” MJ said finally, her voice thin and shaky.


  He forced himself to speak. “It’s fine. It happened. It’s all over – done with. We can forget about it—”


  She shook her head even though he couldn’t see her. “I can’t forget about it. It was my fault.” She choked on another sob. “I never wanted to be that kind of woman, you know? I always thought I’d fall in love with just one guy, marry him, and live happily ever after. I kinda thought…I always thought it would be you.” She forced herself to laugh. “Silly, right?”


  “It’s not silly,” Helios said painfully. “I think it’s sweet.”


  She laughed and cried. “You’re not even supposed to know what the word ‘sweet’ means, President.”


  He flinched. “Don’t call me that.”


  She said miserably, “I don’t think I have the right to call you anything else but that. Before, all I had to be proud of was that I could always be only yours. But not…now…not after that.”


  Helios paled, realizing where their conversation was heading. “I just told you it’s okay with me,” he gritted out, trying not to let his panic show.


  “But it’s not okay with me,” she cried out. “You are Helios Andreadis, and you really do deserve someone better than me. I just can’t help but think that when we’re together, I only keep dragging you down and you...you used to do the same to me.” It hurt, God it hurt to say such words to him when she knew he had changed, but she had to say them. She needed Helios to realize what the days apart from him had made her realize.


  What he told her wasn’t true.


  They were never meant to be, and they were both more fucked up when they were together.


  She whispered, “Please don’t call me anymore.”


  “I’ll never stop calling you,” he snarled back immediately. “I love you, MJ. Do you hear me? I fucking love you and if you think just because you realized there are other better men than me to love you, I won’t give up. Because I can be better – I can be fucking normal, I can be whatever you want me to be—”


  “I’m sorry, President.”


  His voice broke. “Why the fuck are you doing this to me, brat? I don’t mind suffering. I never even fucking complained. Why can’t you just let me stay in your life?”


  “Goodbye.”


  Chapter Twelve


  



  “I’m so sorry this happened to you,” Katya said glumly. “If I had known Jack would actually really fall for you, I’d never have introduced the two of you at all.” Spotting a vacant table in the cafeteria, she plunked her bag down together with her tray. Sitting down, she continued, “He’s such a playboy. I thought it would be just another game for him.”


  “It’s really okay, Kat,” MJ said reassuringly as she took the seat across her friend. “Everything’s my fault.” Swiftly changing the subject, she asked, “But you’ve really gotten me curious. Whatever did Jack do to you that he owes you a favor?”


  Katya waved a hand in the air. “Oh, nothing. The usual.”


  “You don’t want to tell me?”


  “It’s just too embarrassing. But don’t jump to any stupid conclusions – I’ve never liked him, and he’s never liked me. We were just both…at the wrong place and time. And another guy,” she muttered under her breath.


  MJ’s eyes brightened. “Aha! I heard that.”


  “It’s nothing. Nothing. Forget it. Please?”


  She had never seen Katya so flustered. “I will, I will. I promise.”


  They proceeded to eat quietly after that, both of them busy with their thoughts even though both of them also did their best to feign interest in their food. Unlike most university cafeterias, Christopoulos University’s cafeteria was designed like a first class restaurant and open round the clock. As a result, most students preferred to enjoy their dinners at the cafeteria rather than be bothered to leave the campus.


  At seven in the evening, the cafeteria was at its busiest, with students jostling for table space. MJ allowed herself to be distracted by the noise and activity around her, feeling secretly wistful as she gazed at the laughing carefree expressions on the other freshmen’s faces.


  If she had never been James Cartwright’s daughter, maybe she could be like them, too? Worrying only about grades, club activities, and finding a date for Thanksgiving. But then, if she had been like them, she would never had any reason to explore out of town that day, and she would never ever have gotten to meet Rick – or know about Helios Andreadis.


  A sigh escaped her.


  No, she wouldn’t wish not to be James Cartwright’s daughter, after all. Every tortuous moment spent under his roof had been worth being able to know Helios and, even for a very short time, being cared for by him.


  The doors of the cafeteria suddenly slammed open, causing everyone to look up except MJ. When she heard the sound, she looked down at her plate determinedly. Whatever the cause of that commotion was, it was at least one controversy she was not going to be part of.


  “MJ?” Katya suddenly said.


  “Yeah?” she asked as she fed herself a spoonful of risotto.


  “I think you better be ready.”


  “Huh?”


  “Because right now, Helios Andreadis is heading this way and he does not look…friendly.”


  MJ’s head shot up, just in time to see Helios stop right in front of her table. He was dressed in his usual casual attire, but even so, every other guy in the room paled in comparison. He was that beautiful. He was…Mr. Sunshine, after all.


  The shock of seeing him was so great it had her choking, and she made a wild grab for the bottle of water to keep food from snorting out from her nose and mouth.


  Dear God, if you love me, please let me know how to perform a self-lobotomy? Because I do not want to ever remember this happening. Ever.


  But as always, God didn’t answer on His own.


  Instead, God had Helios offering her a handkerchief, neatly pressed, beautifully soft, and pristine white.


  Looking down at her, Helios tried to mentally summarize everything he had to say. But all he could think of was how much he loved her. He remembered all the days they had spent together and wanted a thousand more days like it. A million, a billion – an infinite number of days would not be enough. This girl, with her love for tomboyish clothes, her contradicting ways and enchanting optimism – he loved every little thing about her, and his heart would always only beat for her.


  When she seemed to have developed a fascination with a spot on the floor, Helios said gruffly, “You have something in the corner of your mouth.” He offered her his handkerchief again.


  Grabbing the handkerchief, she patted her mouth clean, muttering, “You don’t need to shout it out to everyone.”


  “I wasn’t shouting.” For fuck’s sake, couldn’t he do anything right with her?


  “You’re shouting now.”


  Helios took deep calming breaths. It was like their first time all over again, and they were fighting like cats and dogs. In any case, shouting at the girl he loved was not the way to woo her back. He looked around, searching for any signs of the other man. But there was none.


  Looking back at MJ and seeing that she still hadn’t raised her head, he thought, What the hell, and dropped on one knee in front of her.


  The students around them gasped. He had known they would and didn’t give a fuck. He hated this kind of public display with a passion, but he figured that this was the only way he would get MJ to listen. He drew out the roses he held hidden in his back and shoved them at her. “Yours.”


  She almost ended up eating the roses, with the way he had shoved it in her face. Would have choked on it, too, because she was stunned by the fact that Helios Andreadis was doing this. The only time he liked being in the center of the attention was when he was on a bike and this time, he was…not.


  Finally finding her voice, she asked, “Wh-why are you on your knee? And w-what’s with the roses?”


  He looked like he was itching to kill her now. “What the fuck do you think all this is?” he snarled. “You said you wanted a fucking normal guy. Isn’t this what a normal guy does when he wants to get his girl back?”


  Across her, Katya whispered, “He kinda has a point, MJ.”


  Yes. He did. And it just showed how little she knew about normal guys even if all this time, she had professed to want to go out with one. The thought had her paling even more. Jack was a normal guy and he had wanted her to go out with him. But in the end, she had said no. What did she really want?


  “MJ?” It was Helios, his voice rough.


  “You should get up now,” she mumbled under her breath.


  He forced himself to say the cheesiest words in history. “I’m not going to stand until you tell me we’re together again.” Fuck. He wanted to gag right this moment. He had no doubt somewhere in this suddenly-silent cafeteria, people were recording his every word and movement. In minutes, the boys would know about tonight, and his life would be officially over.


  But if this was the way for him to get MJ back, the humiliation would be worth it.


  MJ could feel her face flaming at what Helios had just said, and he hadn’t even bothered to lower his voice. If he wasn’t embarrassed for himself, she was more than embarrassed for him. Didn’t he realize how silly it was for someone like him to prostrate himself like this for someone like her?


  She shook her head vigorously. “Please, Helios, please get up.”


  “You know what to say to get me off my knees.”


  She asked haltingly, “Did it work out in Greece? Will the rumors stop then?”


  Ah, fuck, she had to ask that of all things. Helios took a deep breath. “It’s…going to continue for a while.”


  MJ froze.


  He continued tautly, “It appears my family’s butting in again, and they got Rick involved.”


  She gasped. “Your old tutor?”


  He nodded curtly. “My stepmother says she has him. Her condition for keeping him safe is for me to let the rumors slide. They’re to convince the board of Andreadis Enterprises that I’m a not fit replacement as chairman for my older brother.” He exhaled harshly. “I hope you understand that there’s nothing I can do at this moment. I can’t unknowingly risk—”


  MJ grasped his hand, unable to stand the torment in his voice. “You don’t have to explain,” she said softly. “I know what Rick’s done for you. He’s helped me, too.”


  When she tried to pull her hand away, he didn’t let her go. “And me?” Helios forced himself to ask. “You really don’t have anything to say about me?”


  Her head lowered once more, and a second later he felt something fall on his skin.


  Tears.


  MJ’s tears.


  “I just feel like everything’s going against us all the time, you know? I don’t think we can keep knocking our heads against the wall—”


  “Just tell me what you want.” He tried not to sound desperate but realized it was impossible. He was desperate. A man about to drown, a man about to starve, a man about to die. They were all desperate, and he was all three without MJ.


  “Listen, MJ. Listen to me carefully, please.” He tightened her hold on her. “If you really want a normal guy, I can do that. I’ve given up my bike for you. If I can give that up, I can give up anything. You understand? I only need you.”


  He was about to say more, but the sound of the doors crashing open once more interrupted him.


  “IS HELIOS ANDREADIS IN THE FUCKING HOUSE?”


  Helios moved lightning fast at the sound, knowing trouble had come searching for him. He bent down, whispering to MJ, “Whatever happens, stay here,” before striding away.


  At the entrance of the cafeteria was a group of drunken men, bikers by the looks of them. And armed, as they made no attempt to hide the guns tucked by their sides.


  He recognized the men as members of the club from the rival university across town, one owned by another Greek national. The club was known as Sfagi, and in English the word translated to “slaughter”. The Sfagi was known to have mostly rich spoiled brats as members, cowardly bullies all of them. They had never made trouble with any of the Afxisi until now, and Helios had a grim idea why.


  If he were the President of the Afxisi, he could have this matter solved in seconds.


  But he was not.


  He was a normal guy, and he wanted to stay a normal guy, no matter what the fuck happened.


  He raised his hands up. “Let’s take this outside.”


  One of the men walked towards him. “Sure we will.” He took out his gun and fired a shot into the air. Everyone screamed. He hit Helios’ head with the butt of his pistol and everything went black.


  Chapter Thirteen


  



  One moment, she was straining to get close to where Helios was and find out what was happening. The next moment, the sound of gunshot shattered the silence and chaos erupted. She and Katya would’ve been trampled to the ground had they not managed to help each other and find their way to the exit.


  “Helios?” MJ screamed his name over and over, hoping to hear him answer back. Oh God, please God, please God, please let him answer me.


  But this time, all she could hear was a terrifying kind of silence.


  When they managed to get out of the cafeteria, there was still no sign of Helios. “Has anyone seen Helios? Please? Anyone?” She stopped one person after another, asking the same question over and over, heart in her throat.


  Oh God, oh God, please—


  This felt so much worse than lying on the ground, waiting for the motorcycle to rip her face apart.


  No, this was more terrifying because now it was Helios on the ground and she couldn’t do anything about it.


  “MJ!” Katya was waving frantically for her to come close. “He’s seen what happened.” Katya looked at the guy, who had a shell-shocked expression on his face. “Tell her. Please.”


  “They were bikers. I recognized some of them because they go to the same club every week. H-Helios Andreadis went to them peacefully, but the guy who fired the shot – he used it as a distraction and then he h-hit the Afxisi President in the head with his gun and t-they dragged him out by his feet.”


  MJ was cold all over by the time the guy finished speaking. She turned to Katya with eyes blinded with tears. “Why wouldn’t he ask for help? Why he would just go with them like that? Why?”


  The boy shook his head. “Don’t you know anything about biker club rules? You’re supposed to be his girlfriend, aren’t you?”


  She shook her head, her conscience stinging.


  “It’s the most important unwritten rule for underground racing clubs. No inter-club fights over civs.”


  “Civs?” MJ echoed blankly.


  “Civilians. Like you and me. Non-bikers. Anything that has to do with a club and a civ has to be handled by the police.”


  “But what if it’s too late?” Katya burst out.


  “He’s ex-Afxisi,” MJ said desperately. “Doesn’t that count for something?”


  The boy shrugged uneasily. “I don’t know. Maybe he doesn’t want to get his club into trouble?”


  No, MJ realized a second later. It wasn’t that. Helios didn’t want to get his club involved because he wanted to remain a civ. A non-biker. For her.


  “D-did you happen to see where they were headed?”


  The boy nodded and pointed. “I think they’re going to their old hunting ground—”


  “At the old ghost town,” she finished numbly. Of course it would go back to that. Everything tended to come full circle.


  Once, Helios had saved her life. Now, it was her turn to save his back. But first, she had to conquer her fear.


  Closing her eyes, she told herself to breathe.


  Breathe. Breathe, MJ. Breathe.


  You can do this.


  In the back of her mind, James’ voice came to her like a familiar, terrifying taunt. Are you ready, MJ? Reeeeeeaaaady?


  VROOM, VROOM.


  Her heart sped up, but she willed herself to face the sound head on.


  She was ready.


  Because now, she knew.


  Someone loved her, truly loved her, enough to have his life dependent on her.


  She would not let him down.


  When she opened her eyes, she was as calm as she could be. She honed in on the things she needed to do with single-minded focus. “Katya, could you do me a favor? Can you find a way to contact any of the Afxisi and let them know where the others have…taken Helios?”


  Other more horrifying words tried to make their way into her mind, but MJ doggedly pushed them away. They had taken Helios. That was all she was going to permit herself to think.


  “All right, but what are you going to do? You’re not going to do anything foolish, right?”


  “No. I’m going to do what I’ve always been meant to do.” She looked at the boy. “I need one last favor from you. Do you know of any bike I can borrow—” All her hopes crashed when he started to shake his head.


  “I don’t know anyone who rides a bike. It’s dangerous, you know. But…” He pointed to somewhere behind MJ, and she whirled around to find a big, bad-ass Ducati parked at the curb. “Maybe you can borrow that?”


  Her heart swelled. “Perfect.”


  She ran to it, knowing she was about to square off with her old nemesis. Her heartbeat had tripled its rate by the time she reached the Ducati, and her entire body shook as she lifted a hand to touch the bike. It seemed to bristle into life under her hands, but she knew it was only her imagination.


  Or was it?


  She shook the thought away.


  Monster or not, real or not, she was here to master this beast and not the other way around.


  Closing her eyes, she imagined James going through all the motions. She had seen him do it a thousand times. He had done it slowly, done it quickly, done it in every way that was sure to terrify her. There were times when she dreamed she would find the courage to push him off the bike and ride it herself. She would leave and never come back.


  But she had never found the courage…until now.


  Slowly, she got on the bike. It felt larger than ever with her seating astride it, and again she had to close her eyes and will herself to breathe.


  Breathe, MJ. Breathe. You need to breathe for Helios so you can go to him. So breathe.


  When she opened her eyes, she went to work quickly. One of the more useful, albeit illegal, tricks that James had taught her was how to hotwire a motorcycle. Her fingers moved deftly, and soon the beast was roaring, awakened in the night.


  Its roar made her shiver, but she kept her hands on its bars.


  Are you ready, MJ? Are you ready?


  In the old days, she would have kept her eyes open, afraid that it would be the last moment of her life. But this time, she didn’t. Because she believed she would survive and that God had meant something better to happen to her.


  I’m comiiiiiiiiiiiiiiing——


  She squeezed her eyes shut.


  SWISH.


  Swish.


  swish.


  And nothing happened.


  Nothing happened.


  Wiping the tears from her eyes, she gunned the bike and it roared to life under her. And then she was racing down the road, on her way to save the man she loved.


  ****


  “Where are your faithful lapdogs now, Andreadis?”


  The question came accompanied with a hard jab to his face, followed by a kick to his ribs. Helios’ teeth gnashed together at the pain, but he didn’t make a sound. Letting these assholes know he was hurt would only encourage them to hit him even more.


  He wished he could pass out right then and there, knowing it would put an end to his torment. But he was not the kind who passed out easily, and so the torment continued. Helios had counted on the police coming to his rescue right away, but now he knew it was wishful thinking.


  The Sfagi had always been on his family’s payroll. No doubt Dahlia had paid them handsomely to teach him a lesson. She had probably learned about him quitting the club and thought of striking while he was down. Smart move. If he didn’t survive this, she would win. For her sake, she should pray that he didn’t.


  The jabs kept coming, and gradually he became numb to the pain. He wondered dazedly where MJ was. Goddammit, if these men had found a way to take her and harm her…


  He shook the thought away.


  They wouldn’t be stupid as to involve the kind of civ MJ was. That was untouchable territory, the kind they were sent behind bars for. Fighting between clubs the police could overlook. But anything that involved innocent civs was a huge fucking no, and no amount of bribe tended to change that. The police would get to them sooner or later.


  When he opened his eyes, he saw that one of his tormentors was taking off his belt. What the fuck? So they were going to whip him like this was a fucking BDSM scene? God, these men were wimps. Couldn’t they have gotten a real whip at least?


  Bikes thundered into the scene all of a sudden, and the men were suddenly surrounded by the Afxisi. All of them had grim looks on their faces, and it was clear that he only had to say the word and the Sfagi were dead.


  The Sfagi had their guns out, all of them tense and waiting for retribution.


  “President?”


  Helios forced his head to move even though pain had his vision weaving around him. Trying to focus, he saw that it was Christos who had spoken, the aloof twenty-year-old who Kellion liked to leave in command in the event that all the officers were out. Kellion said that Christos seemed to be following in Helios’ footsteps, with the way he hated having anything to do with people outside the club.


  Knowing that he was being asked to issue a command, Helios fought to keep himself conscious before slowly shaking his head. He would figure some way out of this. One way or another, he would get himself out of this while staying normal.


  But goddammit, why had no one told him how much it sucked to be a normal man?


  When the Sfagi realized that none of the Afxisi was going to lift a finger to help their ex-President, their arrogance returned in full force.


  “You’re not going to ask for help, is that it? You’re the big bad President and you don’t think you need anyone’s help to get out of this alive?” The leader of the Sfagi laughed. “Be a martyr if you want. We’ll help with you it.” He looked at his men. “Won’t we, boys?”


  And the beatings started again.


  As the hits became impossible to count, he realized that it was indeed possible to die just by being hit with belts and belt buckles. He also realized that his family had probably paid the police to look the other way just for tonight, and the Sfagi was too stupid to realize that.


  Several times, his Afxisi wanted to help him, but he forced himself to shake his head. No. No fucking way. He was going to stay normal because this was what MJ wanted—


  “He’s not going to break,” one of the pudgier members of the Sfagi muttered. “I think we should just shoot him. Hit him so he won’t ever ride a bike again.”


  Helios’ blood ran cold when he heard the words. No. He didn’t want that. He could stand the idea of never riding the bike by choice. But never riding because he had lost the ability to? That was hell on earth.


  As the Sfagi closed in around him, Helios wondered in a painful haze if this was truly the end. All for the love of an eighteen-year-old girl, he thought, and he would have laughed if he had the strength to do so. He was Helios Andreadis, and he had allowed himself to be beaten to death because he had chosen to be—


  A sound reached them, and it got louder and louder. The circle of Afxisi around them broke apart just as a bike soared into view—


  Helios’ eyes widened.


  Did he dare believe his eyes?


  Was that really MJ he was seeing on the bike?


  The Ducati landed right in front of him.


  And then she was there.


  MJ.


  She was on her knees, tears running down her face, without a care for her life as she crawled to him. The Sfagi tried to get close to her but with every step they took, the Afxisi moved closer to them, forcing them to keep still. Some of them sensed the tide turning against their favor and tried to get out, but it was too late. The Afxisi had them surrounded.


  “Helios?” she whispered.


  She had used his name. He forced himself to smile, not wanting her to worry. But the effort cost him so, and he swallowed back a groan.


  The pain etched on his face was something she knew a lot about. She, too, had suffered through such bouts. She didn’t know where to touch him, afraid to cause him more hurt. “Why did you let them do this to you?”


  He didn’t answer.


  And because he didn’t, it was an answer in itself, and more tears fell down her face. “Helios, I was wrong.” She took a deep breath, trying to keep her voice from shaking too much that she’d end up incoherent. “I thought I wanted someone normal, but that was just my fear talking. I can’t be with someone normal when I’m not…when I’m not normal myself.”


  He rasped out, “Whoever told you you’re not normal…I’ll kill them.”


  Another choked laugh spilled out of her. “If you were n-normal, you would n-never have been able to save me. And if I w-were normal, I w-wouldn’t have been able to c-conquer my fear, wouldn’t have been able to come s-save you now.”


  MJ wiped the tears from her eyes. “S-screw normal, Helios. I don’t want it. I’m s-sorry I forced you to change. I w-want you back. The real you. The one who started A-Afxisi. The P-President.”


  Silence.


  A painful groan escaped him. “Why couldn’t you have realized this before I got beaten up for you, brat?”


  She laughed and cried.


  Helios took her in his lap, and she cried in his arms. Her tears made the wounds on his chest rawer, but he ignored the pain. Welcomed it, actually, because it was proof that MJ loved him. Over MJ’s head, his gaze met Christos’.


  He nodded.


  Christos’ eyes gleamed.


  The leader of the Sfagi caught sight of the silent exchange. Fuck. They were dead. It was his last conscious thought, but for once, he had gotten something right.


  Chapter Fourteen


  



  One week later


  



  Helios was irritated. One would think that as the President of the Afxisi, everyone in his club would rush to do his bidding. But no, not one fucking member seemed to be listening to him. For one thing, everyone had gone against his wishes about not throwing a party. The club hadn’t just thrown a welcome party to celebrate his return to the club following his discharge from the hospital. They had thrown a fucking huge one, and they had seemingly invited every goddamn student in the uni.


  Then there was MJ. His teeth gritted. MJ was now known as the President’s girl, but did that stop her from acting like a damn volunteer? No, it fucking didn’t. There she was, going around like a busy bee, serving beers to the bikers and making sure everyone had food to eat. They weren’t fucking starving. That should be enough.


  Patience wearing thin, Helios growled, “MJ.”


  Across the vast living room of the club, MJ heard Helios call her name. When she looked up, he crooked a finger at her.


  Her heart skipped a beat. That was her Helios all right, her Mr. Sunshine in all his arrogant self. Even now, she had to pinch herself to make sure that she wasn’t dreaming and that he was really hers. Tonight, she had managed to convince him to dress appropriately for the party. For her, he had donned a fancy suede jacket over a gray shirt and jeans. He even had non-biker shoes on, but for that he had asked her for a separate favor, and the thought of what that was had her blushing. It was a favor she had happily given him.


  Hurrying to his side, she asked, “What is it—”


  Before she knew it, she ended up in his lap, her shriek of surprise caught by his kiss. His mouth slanted over hers, his heat infusing her body, and as his tongue slipped inside her mouth, MJ forgot everything and just lost herself in his kiss. Her arms went around his neck, her body molding against his hardness even as her toes curled in excitement inside her shoes.


  By now, everyone in the club was used to seeing their normally aloof President kiss his girl shamelessly in public. Those who weren’t were urged by the members to look the other way. “If you keep staring at them every time they kiss,” Kellion warned a newcomer, “you’ll end up doing nothing.”


  The kiss took a long time to break.


  Yuri rubbed his chin. “I feel like I should cover my sister’s eyes or something.”


  Hallie rolled her eyes. “You’re a few years too late, brother.”


  Yuri’s eyes gleamed. “Am I?”


  Andreus glared at Hallie. This was all MJ’s fault. Ever since the President’s girl came to live with them, Hallie had gotten a lot bolder.


  When Helios lifted his head, he had a hard look on his wondrously handsome face. “Stop serving everyone. You are my girl. You haven’t forgotten that, have you, brat?”


  “Not when you’re shouting it at me, I won’t,” she said under her breath.


  Helios arched a brow. “What did you say?”


  She lost her courage. “I said, umm, I’ll gladly stay next to you forever?”


  A smile softened his cruelly beautiful lips. “You’re getting cheekier than ever, brat.” He let his knuckles graze her cheek. “But I love it.” Without warning, he scooped her up in his arms, making her gasp in surprise.


  “Umm, Helios?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Where are we going?”


  “To my bedroom.”


  “Uhh, why?”


  “You want me to tell you why out loud?”


  She blushed even as she protested weakly, “But you have a party.”


  “This party will last forever, sweetheart. I won’t.” And the look he gave her dared MJ to argue.


  When they reached his room, MJ decided it was her turn to surprise Helios. The moment he closed the door, she took hold of his face and kissed him. Helios laughed against her mouth, but soon passion flared into life between them, completely taking over. In seconds, they had their clothes off, and they hadn’t even made it to the bed before Helios had entered her already wet and aching pussy.


  A long moan escaped her at the feel of his cock pushing inside her the first time, and she whimpered his name out as Helios lifted her up so she could wrap her legs around him while his cock remained inside her.


  She clutched his shoulders when he pushed her against the wall, and her fingers dug into his skin as he began to fuck her long and hard, causing the wall behind her to shake.


  “Helios,” she gasped as his thrusts became even more forceful, making her close her eyes as she started to lose herself in the dizzying beauty of his possession.


  “Scream my name, brat.”


  She shook his head, as he expected, and in retaliation he moved his hand below so he could reach for her clit and tease it to life.


  MJ bit her lip, trying to keep herself from screaming. But it was hard to ignore the way he so expertly moved his fingers, and when he lowered his head to take her nipple into his mouth and started to suck, she lost the battle and screamed.


  Over and over, and Helios sucked harder on her nipple, the rhythm of his thrusts becoming wild and frenzied. It pushed her to scream louder. And when she had reached her peak, her orgasm had her screaming so loud that tears started to fall from her eyes while Helios kept pounding into her, harder and faster, showing no signs of stopping even as her body was shaking like crazy at the force of her climax.


  Helios growled her name and sucked on her neck hard as he came, his seed exploding inside her powerfully enough to make his hips shake.


  “I love you, MJ,” Helios whispered when he recovered.


  No answer.


  When he lifted his head to check on her, MJ was red-faced, a sheepish smile on her face.


  “MJ?”


  I lost my voice, she mouthed at him.


  His eyes widened.


  Her eyes narrowed. Don’t you dare laugh—


  But he was already laughing. “We should go back down now, sweetheart. I think I want to share this with the others.”


  Don’t you dare—


  ****


  MJ couldn’t help but smile and roll her eyes at the same time as she made her way out of the club’s headquarters, feeling Helios’ arrogant and possessive gaze following her all the way. Oh, the man was insufferable now, forcing her into situations where she had to talk but couldn’t and he had to explain why.


  Making her way to the lab, she was working on unlocking the back exit when she heard the cock of a gun behind her.


  And then a familiar voice—


  “What took you so long, you damn kid?”


  Before she could even think of struggling, something hard and heavy hit the back of her head and she felt herself going down. As she started to lose consciousness, she caught sight of other figures moving in the shadows. The scent of fire hit her. Her eyes widened in horror as she saw the lab catching fire. She tried to shout, but her voice didn’t come back to her miraculously.


  The last thing she saw was her father’s smiling face, and it was a smile that made her want to puke.


  Swish.


  Click


  Prologue


  



  Dank floors, pitch-black darkness, and the stench of days-old urine mingling with the odor of sweat and human waste. Things like that made it easier, safer, to just go crazy, especially when I thought of the fact that it was my pee…my waste…I was sitting next to.


  A shudder ran through me, and I fought hard against the insidious urge to take the plunge and just end it.


  Breathe. Relax. Keep your eyes open.


  I repeated the words to myself silently in my mind while I rotated my ankles and wrists. All of them were chained, but I wanted to keep my limbs moving. Skin scraped against skin as I stirred on the ground. Somewhere along the way, someone had torn off my pants, leaving me in my shirt and panties.


  Stay focused. Breathe. Be ready for anything.


  Usually, those words were enough. But right now, I was feeling more than a little hopeless, forcing myself to seek comfort in make-believe.


  Helios?


  You should have called for me sooner, brat. His voice was a loving growl, just like the real Helios’. The voice came from the back of my mind, like Helios was standing behind me…but not letting me see him. He sounded so close it made me want to cry.


  I want to see you. Please.


  No.


  You’re so selfish.


  You still can’t see me.


  Why?


  Because I don’t want to spoil you too much. You need to be stronger right now, not weaker. I’ll let you see me naked—


  I just want to see you, not “see” you like that!


  Silence—


  Are you sure? Helios’ voice was both a taunt and a teasing purr. It made my stomach twist for a reason other than fear, which lately was all that I had been feeling.


  Shut up.


  Silence again—


  No. That’s what I would never do right now. I’ll always be here for you, brat. I’ll keep you company while we wait until I find the bastard who took you and—


  “Are you awake?” A hoarse voice, followed by the sound of rattling chains.


  Helios’ voice disappeared like I had never heard it. Like it was just a figment of my imagination, which it was, but I was trying my best to ignore that fact.


  “MJ?”


  His name was No. Or at least that was what they told him, he said. We were both sure it wasn’t true. The man who held us captive, the gender of his victims didn’t matter to him. What he cared about was how much fight you put up. He paid highly for those who resisted and killed those who dared bring him something weak.


  No knew all about this because he had been around the longest, he told me proudly. He resisted every time.


  I didn’t have the heart to tell him how wrong it was that he sounded so proud of doing what the man wanted, couldn’t let him know that I had a feeling he had already given up even if he thought he was still fighting.


  “Yeah.” My voice was hoarse and knife thin. One word, and it felt like I had sliced my parched throat open. I wished I knew how many hours it took to feel this thirsty, but since James hadn’t ever thought of torturing me this way, I had no previous experience to rely on.


  “You know what they say about missing persons?” No didn’t wait for an answer. “They say most people who get lost more than three days? Seventy-two hours? They’re rarely found alive…if ever.”


  “But y-you’re still alive,” I pointed out, more desperately than I wanted. Inside me, panic was gradually taking the form of a monstrous little girl, tittering as she came close. I hated how contrary my imagination could be, making Helios impossible to see while my nightmares were all too vivid.


  Panic came closer and closer, but I pushed her away. She fell back, still tittering.


  “Am I?” No chuckled, but this was the first time something he did made me feel skittish and uneasy.


  “Are you saying you’re a ghost?” I scoffed, but my voice sounded even thinner and more desperate than before. I wanted to call out for Helios, but I didn’t, telling myself that Helios was right. I had to be strong while waiting for him. 


  “Mm-hmm…”


  “Stop it,” I said sharply.


  “I’m good at counting hours, even in the dark. Do you know that?” he asked in a singsong voice. “He taught me.”


  “Stop it, No. I mean it.” I didn’t know what got into No, but I didn’t like this psychotic side of him. Had he finally snapped? Had it made him forget that victims had to stick together?


  “You know how long you’ve been here?”


  “No—” But I wasn’t sure if I was saying his name or if I wanted him to shut up.


  “Seventy-one hours.” He started to laugh, and in the background I swore I could hear Panic tittering with him.


  I shook my head furiously. My hair swatted my face and my lips with each vigorous shake, but I kept shaking my head because it was the only way to keep Panic from licking me all over.


  “It doesn’t matter,” I whispered fiercely.


  “Doesn’t matter what?” No was taunting me. Why?


  “Doesn’t matter how long I’m here! He’ll find me!”


  “No one will find you—”


  “Yes, he will—”


  “No, no, no,” he sang, and Panic sang along with him.


  “Yes,” I shouted. “He’ll find me! Because Helios loves me—”


  He answered in his singsong voice, “Who’s Helios? I don’t know no Helios. Helios made a fool of us all—”


  “He’s Helios Andreadis, the President of the Afxisi—”


  Lights suddenly switched on, blazingly bright, blinding me for a second. For a second, I was terrifyingly disoriented, feeling like I had been transplanted from a dungeon to the operating ward of an asylum.


  Something rattled, the sound of chains being yanked down, and when I forced myself to look towards the sound, I saw a man calmly releasing himself from his restraints.


  “No?”


  The man glanced at me—


  One eye pulled down by sunken skin, the other half turned into a maze of scars, and sneering, drooling lips.


  “My name is Manolito Chavez, MJ. It’s been a pleasure getting to know you, my dear. Your strength has amazed me all this time, but I knew there had to be a reason for it. You thought someone would come after you, didn’t you?”


  The lips folded into a smile, making the face more grotesque. But what really made me want to throw up was the look in his eyes. He wanted to devour me, bit by bit, and he wanted me to cry with every inch he ate.


  Something told me that my flesh wouldn’t be the first this man’s tasted, literally.


  “And who knows? Perhaps he might have succeeded. But now that I know his name, I know what to look for. I know who to hide you from. I’m sorry to say, my dear, he will never find you again.”


  No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no.


  I screamed the word inside my mind. I would rather die than let him know how much he had me terrified. I tried to summon Helios, but it seemed even his image, his voice, was blocked from my mind.


  NO, NO, NO!


  This time, I knew I wasn’t saying his name.


  This time, I knew there was no escape.


  Swish.


  Chapter One


  



  “I think I’d have killed you again if I had found you dead, Rick.”


  Rick swallowed, knowing that every word spoken by the man framed on the doorway was true. He was more than a few years younger than Rick, but only the greatest fool on Earth would let something like age make him think Helios Andreadis was harmless. At sixteen, Helios had turned his back on his inheritance and moved halfway across the world to build his own billion-dollar underground racing club. That was the least of his achievements.


  Standing six-foot-seven, golden haired, and with striking leonine eyes, Helios was often compared to the sun god. It should have been a comforting analogy, but the younger man’s cold hard visage reminded Rick that suns could just as easily burn people alive with its heat and, in some cases, destroy entire planets and galaxies.


  “President,” Kellion Argyros murmured. “Maybe we can let Rick lower his hands first and have a peaceful discussion?” Normally, the VP of Afxisi would have a wickedly charming smile playing on his handsome face, but not now. It had been almost three days to the second since they discovered MJ had been abducted, and they had been on the road since then.


  The tension eased from Kellion’s frame when Helios slowly nodded, lowering his gun. Helios had been like a ticking bomb all these days, and there was no telling what could trigger him. Even now, the memory of how Helios had gone berserk upon finding out MJ had been taken made Kellion wince. He definitely did not want that to happen again.


  “Shall we sit down?” Yuri Athanas’ voice was quiet and smooth, the sound of it having a calming effect on everyone in the room. Helios shook his head, but Kellion took the decrepit-looking chair across Rick’s narrow bed. Beside him, Andreus Economou, the club’s hot-headed treasurer, walked towards the dusty window, taking a peek outside before perching himself on the window sill.


  Sparing a glance at his surroundings, Yuri noted a few interesting things about the room that Rick had rented for the week. Unused towels, an unpacked bag, and the neat bed. “You really didn’t plan on staying here for a week, did you?”


  Rick shook his head. “No. The men after me tend to be lazy. When they find out I’m checked in for the week, they’ll take their time to get to me. By the time they come here, I’d have crossed several towns already.” He looked at Helios. “You’re either a really good tracker…or you’re more desperate to find me than James’ men…or your brother Herod’s.”


  The mention of his older brother’s name made Helios take a deep breath. Yet another man whose death was pending. He would get to Herod soon, but for now, he had to focus on what mattered most to him. Helios said abruptly, “MJ’s gone.”


  Rick paled. “How?”


  Helios’ fists clenched. “It was my fault—”


  “No,” Kellion said sharply. “It was not. If anything, this was my fault since I’m in charge of security when you’re unavailable.”


  “It was all our faults,” Yuri said flatly. “We underestimated the enemy, and we had not seen fit to let MJ know the danger she was in. And now, she’s the one paying for it.”


  “Do you know why James took her, Rick?” Helios gritted out. “What kind of sick bastard would give his own daughter to a psycho like Manolito Chavez?”


  “You don’t know?” Rick asked tiredly. “James is not MJ’s real father. I’ve done my own research before I got out of town, and I was fortunate enough to be able to speak to Madeline Cartwright’s lawyer before he passed away. He had taken care of the adoption, made it legal, then at James’ behest, got rid of the paper trail to prevent anyone from knowing that MJ wasn’t his real daughter.”


  “Does MJ know?” Helios asked.


  Rick shook his head. “I don’t think so. If she had, she wouldn’t have stayed that long in their house.”


  “Do you know who her real father is? Maybe he has something to do with the abduction. We can’t rule that out,” Andreus said.


  “No – and neither did the lawyer. All he could give me was a name that kept coming up when MJ’s parents would argue in his office. The name is…Vlahos.”


  ****


  “This is going to be very quick, I promise.” The doctor had a fake smile pasted on his face as he gave his assurance. Fake, not because he didn’t mean it. He did. He had been doing this for years for Manolito Chavez, and his surgical prowess was the only reason he was still alive.


  The girl on the stretcher didn’t speak, didn’t even blink or plead for help with her eyes. Her strength moved him, making the doctor hang on to his smile harder. He mustn’t show pity or empathy for this girl. It would only make Manolito want to hurt her more.


  MJ laid on the stretcher, still as a corpse and wishing it was so. The operating lights above her looked like bright white stars. She wished they would die. They made it so easy for everyone to see her naked body.


  Her stomach turned upside down when the doctor glanced behind him for approval. She should have known he was here.


  He said, “No anesthesia, Doctor.”


  At those words, Panic appeared at the edge of the doorway, smiling her crazy smile.


  “Of course, of course.”


  The doctor went to the foot of the bed, and MJ didn’t even think of resisting as he parted her legs wide. She told herself she was ready for everything, told herself she wouldn’t let this break her, but then she saw the doctor’s eyes.


  In his eyes, she caught a glimpse of the pain, the sheer, awful pain of recreating a woman’s unique gift, only so a monster like him could violate it.


  That was when she started to struggle, but by then it was too late.


  Snap. Snap. Snap. Snap.


  Metal cuffs closed on her wrists and ankles, her legs forced apart in a wide, wide V.


  The doctor’s hands disappeared.


  And then she was being “repaired”, the pain of it making impossible for her to even cry or scream.


  When MJ resurfaced, the doctor was washing his bloody hands next to her in a basin. “Three months is still the usual,” the doctor murmured. “If you want her to feel it fully, you have to wait for three months.”


  “She won’t bleed before that?”


  The doctor caught MJ’s lashes slightly fluttering. When their gazes met, there seemed to be an unconscious plea in the blankness of her gaze. For the first time since his captivity, he found himself lying, “No. It would be as if my surgery didn’t even happen. If you want her to bleed like it’s her first time, you have to wait three whole months.”


  MJ’s lashes fluttered close.


  The doctor had given her three whole months.


  Three whole months for Helios to save her.


  Please, please, please let it be enough.


  Chapter Two


  



  Helios’ chest heaved as he watched the scene unfold before him.


  A hand clasped over the girl’s mouth, preventing her from making any noise. But then, even if she wanted to, it would have been impossible. She had lost her voice that night, and she still hadn’t gotten it back.


  She tried to struggle, but her efforts were futile, her strength puny when pitted against his. He dragged her by the hair, the heels of her sneakers carving out trails on the slightly muddy ground. When they reached the van, the sight of it made her eyes wide with terror. It was proof that this was no nightmare she could wake from. She was really being taken – and no one might ever find her.


  Sheer desperation gave her a burst of power. She was able to break free, and her heart leapt with joy as his hand fell from her hair. But she had only taken a step forward before he was pulling her down again.


  “Heeeeeeeeeliooos!”


  Helios jerked at the sound of the name breaking out of the girl’s lips. And then she was turning towards him. Oh God, oh God, it was MJ, and she was hurt, bleeding, crying, and wondering why he wasn’t there to help her—


  “Helios, wake up. You’re dreaming.”


  Cold sweat had enveloped his body when Helios came out of his nightmare. For a moment, he was disoriented, breathing hard, his gaze wild as he tried to look for MJ. Another moment passed, and the remnants of his dream faded, leaving him with the stark emptiness of his reality.


  He was inside his car, a bulletproof Range Rover, with his friends, and they were on their way back to the school where Katya Vlahos was. Helios gazed outside the window, trying to distract himself with his surroundings. But still he could see MJ’s tear-ravaged face—


  Helios’ fingers curled around the handle of the car, and his inhumanly strong grip had the handle cracking. Wait for me, brat. Wait for me. I’m coming for you.


  The MJ in his mind only gazed at him with accusation in her violet eyes.


  He flinched at the sight. He had to remind himself that MJ was not like that. She was made of sterner stuff, and she would not give up without a fight. Be strong for me. Please, my love, my life, please, hang on for me.


  “Helios? I’ve received word from the detectives we’ve set on James Cartwright’s tail.” Andreus cracked his fists, wishing there was someone he could beat the truth out of. This endless waiting was killing him, but he also knew that what he felt was nothing compared to how their club’s President was feeling. “The trail they’ve been following is a dead end.”


  “Tell them to dangle more money. Or if necessary, hire someone to do the dirty job for them.”


  “You mean kill?” Yuki questioned with a frown.


  Helios returned Yuri’s look with a merciless gaze. “Yes. I mean fucking kill – and I don’t care who they kill. The people who took MJ must pay.”


  “That’s not the way we do things—”


  Helios’ hand slashed in the air in protest, cutting the other man off. “She’s been gone for five days now, Yuri. You know – you fucking know what that means. If I have to go to prison for this and if I have to kill a thousand men to find her – I will.”


  In his mind, MJ still wasn’t crying. She was just staring blankly at him, wondering like a little girl why he had left her all alone to face the big bad world.


  His chest constricted. Wherever you are, keep thinking I will save you, brat. Don’t lose faith in that. Because I will. I won’t stop until I find you again.


  ****


  “Why did you do this?” It was not her first time to be alone with James. He had been there when she had left the E.R., and he had been the one to drive her back to Manolito Chavez’s house. Now, he was here inside her room, acting as a guard so she, his own daughter, would not escape captivity.


  Like that was possible with her tied spread-eagled on the four-post bed. The thought was ludicrous, and she would have laughed if she wasn’t so scared it would start her descent to hysterics and, eventually, insanity.


  Since her operation, Manolito liked visiting her at odd hours of the day, donning a fresh pair of surgical gloves before he inserted his fingers into her body. It was as if he wanted assurance that her newly reconstructed hymen was truly there, and that it was as flimsy as the doctor said it was.


  One time, he had caught her looking at him, and he said, “I don’t want to feel your flesh against mine, my dear. Not just yet. I want our first time to be special.”


  The memory of it made her stomach heave, and she looked at James despairingly. He was seated next to the door, smoking, a bored look on his face. “Why?” she demanded again, her voice scratchy with tears she didn’t want to shed.


  James finally looked at her, and the hatred on his face stunned her. “You still don’t get it, do you? Stupid cunt. You’re not my own flesh and blood. You’re the fucking remembrance of your mother’s whoring days, and I’ve always hated the sight of you. I would have left you for dead – would have killed you with my bare hands if I thought I could get away with it.”


  He stood up, and when James stalked towards her, MJ could feel herself shrinking away from her father – no, from James – even if she didn’t want to.


  His fingers wrapped around her jaw in a painfully tight hold. “It gave me so much fucking joy to torture you. It was like screwing your dad over and over, and he didn’t even fucking know it,” James bragged with a vicious smile.


  When James released her and walked back to his seat, MJ felt something black and heavy grow inside her. It was…hatred, she realized, and she welcomed the emotion, knowing that it may be another way to keep herself alive.


  “I hate you,” she whispered. And she did. She really did. Thinking of all the years she had wasted, trying to win his love when he wasn’t even her father, made MJ want to weep. But she couldn’t. She had lost the strength to even care, and her hatred was just a cold spark inside her. All she knew was that she only had one source of hope left, one person who had really, really loved her.


  Helios.


  But he wasn’t here to help her, was he?


  If she wanted to live, she had to cling on to what was real, and that was her hatred.


  “Like I fucking care.” James yawned as he took his seat.


  “You should,” MJ advised him tonelessly. Looking at him, she no longer saw a man she might have been able to love or respect. She looked at him and saw a walking corpse, looked at him and imagined the hundreds of ways she could have him killed. “Before this is over, I’ll make you pay.”


  There was no emotion behind the words, and somehow it was that very reason which made James pause. He tried to ignore the feeling of someone walking over his grave, and he told himself he was just imagining things when he saw his own death in the young girl’s eyes. She was a stupid cunt, always was, always had been. He had nothing to worry about.


  Chapter Three


  



  “Who the fuck are you to MJ, Katya Vlahos?”


  The normally tidy and fashionable young woman was disheveled and unkempt. Dark bags underlined her eyes, and she looked like she had been wearing the same set of clothes for days. She had told them to meet her at the hotel rather than her dorm, which aroused their suspicions. But now that they had met, nothing about the Greek heiress added up.


  The knob behind them twisted, someone unlocking the door from outside. Everyone tensed, hands ready to pull out guns they had started keeping with them ever since MJ had been taken. To others, it might seem like they were college students playing cops and robbers. If only it was so. In their lives, all of them had, at one point or another, found a life-threatening need to use a gun. There were just a paltry few people they could trust when one had billions of dollars in the bank.


  “Relax.” Katya’s voice was weary. “It’s just my brother.”


  No sooner had she spoken when the door opened and a tall, dark-haired man walked inside. His first concern was Katya, his eyes zeroing in on her with laser-sharp precision. The resemblance between the two was uncanny, and Helios knew this must be Ioniko Vlahos, one of Greece’s most eligible bachelors as well as being a billionaire in his own right.


  “You are okay?” Ioniko murmured in Greek.


  Katya nodded. “They’re here asking about MJ.” She gestured to Helios. “He is Helios Andreadis, MJ’s boyfriend.”


  Placing himself directly behind the armchair where Katya was seated, Ioniko took his time studying the younger man. He noted the weariness and tension on Andreadis’ face as well as the fierce glint of determination in the gold-flecked eyes. Good, he thought. This was not a man about to give up searching for the woman he loved.


  Katya touched the hand resting on her shoulder. “Ioniko, Helios wants to know about us and MJ.”


  Ioniko said without preamble, “We are her half-siblings.”


  Helios jerked.


  “We learned about her existence from the journals our father left us upon his death.”


  “I came here, wanting to know who she is, wanting to hate her for being the daughter of the woman who destroyed my parents’ marriage. Papa and Mama were always happy – or at least they were once, but then something happened and it just wasn’t the same anymore.” Katya swallowed. “When I met MJ, I just knew I couldn’t hate her. She’s told me a little about what she’s gone through and I just…I wished we had been there for her.”


  “I had wanted to meet her beforehand,” Ioniko continued, “but Katya convinced me to give MJ space because she had just undergone a lot of turbulent changes.” He looked at Helios meaningfully at the word ‘turbulent’.


  Faint color stained Helios’ cheeks.


  “We are extremely worried about her disappearance,” Ioniko stressed. “Is it true? That she has been abducted?”


  “Yes.” Helios’ jaw clenched at the admission. Even now, he blamed himself for what happened. “We’ve kept it quiet to allow us to search for MJ more effectively.”


  “I would like to help with the search,” Ioniko volunteered grimly. “I do not mind getting my hands dirty.”


  Helios’ smile became menacing. “Neither do I.”


  “Then we will get along, won’t we?” Something about the man’s bristling tension bemused Ioniko, and it took him a while to realize that Helios was still having a hard time seeing him as MJ’s older brother. Like any hot-blooded Greek male, Helios saw him as another man who cared about the woman he loved, therefore making him a rival. It was clear Helios hated accepting help from him, but it was just as clear he would take the help offered because of his desire to see MJ safe.


  “Helios?” It was Katya who broke the silence. “When…we find MJ, I want to be able to tell her the truth.” Her words were spoken in a fierce tone, a clear warning that she would not stand for anyone getting in her way. “I…just…I just hate myself, for not telling her when I had the chance.” Her voice caught. “When I see her, I want to tell her right away, okay?”


  “You will get to see her and tell her that,” Helios said curtly. He knew he was being unfair, disliking the way doubt and grief had already colored Katya’s words. But he did. MJ was alive – and she would stay alive for him.


  Ioniko’s own eyes flashed in warning at Helios. “Do not speak to her in such a way. She is only worried about MJ—”


  “And I’m telling you, there is nothing for you to be worried about. She will live.”


  “I, too, want her to be alive, Andreadis. But we must also be practical—”


  “No,” Helios growled furiously. “She’s alive. She’s fucking alive, so stop saying stupid things.” He closed his eyes, digging deep into the darkest part of his soul. He whispered, “MJ…is the type to be savored, even if you only want to kill her.” His eyes opened. “And for that reason alone, I’m fucking telling you. She’s alive – and she’s waiting for me to come rescue her.”


  ****


  “How have you been, my dear?”


  Manolito’s voice was as pleasant as ever, and she did her best to match it, making sure that she met his gaze straight on as she spoke. “I’m fine.” She had been with him for twelve days now. And for the last two days, she had been allowed to roam freely about her bedroom, with only one ankle chained to the bedpost.


  He took a seat at the edge of her bed. “What do you have for me tonight?”


  She took one quick deep breath—


  Dear God, please let this work again.


  —and when she exhaled, she was ready. She took his hand and placed it on her elbow. “Here, twist it.” He did, and the pain made her gasp. Tears stung her eyes even as she smiled at him. “That’s it. Twist it some more.”


  He did, smiling like a happy little boy as with each twist, her gasps became shallower and her tears flowed faster.


  “Does it feel good?” she whispered.


  Lust blazed from his eyes. “Yes.”


  “That’s great,” she continued in a whisper. “I like it when you feel good.”


  “W-why?”


  “Because you’re the only reason I’m alive.”


  Fifteen minutes later and Manolito had spent himself in his pants. He bowed down courteously, kissing her knuckles before excusing himself, leaving her with an elbow that felt like it had been run over by a lawnmower.


  “I know what you’re doing, you know,” James sneered from behind her as he came back inside the room, his sole purpose still being to watch over her.


  She didn’t bother answering him even though she had a feeling he did know. More than anyone here, he was aware of how high her tolerance for pain was. Over the years, one thing she had become really good at was knowing which injuries killed and which injuries looked like it could kill…but didn’t. It was the latter that she used to keep Manolito entertained so he would not think so much about raping her. Maybe, maybe if she kept breaking her bones, he would be satisfied with that.


  “Sooner or later, he’ll see through you,” James spat. “He’ll listen to me and know that I’ve been saying the truth all along. You can’t be trusted, you’re a stupid cunt, and once he knows that’s true, he’ll rip into you good.”


  She looked over her shoulder. “Just between you and me, James?”


  “What’s that, cunt?”


  “I think he’ll rip into you first.”


  James came at her with a roar.


  By the time Manolito’s men had come to her aid, he had scratched her face, left her with a bruised lip, and dislocated her shoulder. But he did what she wanted. She was so badly injured, she knew she would be knocked unconscious because of it. Manolito would be mad at James, not her. All in all, it could add another two days’ delay. Maybe, if she was lucky, it could stretch to three.


  As the world swam above her, MJ heard Helios say from behind, Good job, brat.


  I knew you’d be proud of me.


  I am. So fucking much.


  Can I see you now?


  Not just yet. But soon.


  I love you, Helios.


  Love you more than you could ever possibly know, brat. So hang in there for me.


  I’ll do my best.


  Chapter Four


  



  Dahlia Andreadis’ first inkling that something was wrong came when the limousine she was riding was refused entry…to her very own home. She gaped as she listened to the voice coming from the intercom, unable to believe someone could be so idiotic. What was this? An attempt to take over her own home in broad daylight?


  Her chauffeur looked at her over his shoulder, worry stamped all over his face. “I’m sorry, Madam Andreadis. He says if you want to go inside, you must go inside on foot.”


  Something skittered over her veins, like a traitorous snake about to strike at her. She took out her phone and dialed the number of the police chief. She listened with growing consternation as the phone only rang – and kept ringing until it was disconnected.


  Ungrateful peasant, Dahlia thought furiously. She did not pay him so much every month to have him ignore her calls. Throwing the door open, she stomped out of the car and stalked straight to the ornate gates that were held close against its own mistress.


  She opened her mouth to scream invectives at whoever was behind this, but the words died in her throat when the gates swung open. When she saw what was before her, Dahlia’s knees shook, and only sheer pride kept her standing.


  All of her men were on the ground, most of them looking like they had gone through hell. And guarding them were an unsavory-looking crowd, not one of them even looking remotely Greek to her. How were they able to enter her compound and not have her own neighbors raise an alarm?


  It took her a long while to climb the uphill path leading to the mansion. Every step had her feeling more and more unnerved, the silent stares of the foreign-looking intruders around her creating an ominously eerie atmosphere. All her guards avoided her gaze as she passed them by, as if merely looking at Dahlia would have their heads cut off.


  Nothing about this made sense, Dahlia thought numbly. Nothing. Why was this even happening?


  She couldn’t think of anyone who was angry enough at her family to do something this drastic. No one except for—


  “A word, Mrs. Andreadis?”


  Her head jerked up and she gasped, her face mottled with fury when she saw the man standing at the top of the stairs. “You!” It was the police chief himself. “What’s going on here? How dare you—”


  “I’ve been asked to give you a message, Mrs. Andreadis.”


  “I don’t give a damn,” she screeched. “You will pay for this—”


  “Helios Andreadis says, an eye for an eye.”


  Her heart dropped to her stomach at the words, and Dahlia almost swayed on her feet. Helios. He was here again, and this time he meant business. Let sleeping dogs lie. Wasn’t that how the American saying went? Ah, but with Helios, it was more like a slumbering predator of a lion, and she had stupidly prodded him awake and roused his temper.


  She looked behind her, seeing all of her guards were still down on the ground, every one of them rendered helpless by the mighty force that Helios had brought in. Dahlia looked back at the police chief, whose face was unflinchingly calm.


  Helios must have set him up for life to win his loyalty so quickly. But then, he had never really been loyal to her, had he? He had only been loyal to money, and it just so happened her stepson was able to throw more of it his way.


  The point was, everyone, perhaps even her neighbors, had been paid to look away today, no matter what happened. The chilling thought had her swallowing. What did Helios want to happen now?


  ****


  “What the hell are you doing here?” Herod shot to his feet when he saw his bastard of a brother enter his office at home, cool as you please, like he was a welcome part of the family.


  Helios slowly cracked his knuckles. In his mind, he could see MJ, her violet eyes filled with too much pain that made it impossible for her to even cry. Somewhere in this world, the woman he cared most about was hurting beyond tears, and Herod Andreadis was one of those to blame for it.


  If not for the damn stunt Herod and his damn mother had pulled that time, Helios would not have been injured. He would not have been lying flat on his bed, resting, while MJ was abducted, her noiseless cries of help going unheard.


  Herod was standing right in front of him now, haughty contempt on his face. “Do you have something to say before I have the guards throw you out?”


  “I’m not going to play fucking nice this time.” It was all the warning Herod Andreadis got before his younger half-brother proceeded to try, really try, to beat the hell out of him.


  Herod had never seen Helios this angry, not even when he had pulled that stunt with Odessa some years back. His lips, bleeding from the uppercut Helios gave him, parted, Herod wanting to make a jibe but Helios not giving him a chance to.


  Fifteen minutes later, and the legitimate heir of the Andreadis clan had no thoughts left for making Helios lose his temper. There was nothing to lose, Herod realized, since his brother had long been replaced by a madman.


  He tried to protect himself then, but it was useless. Helios had always been bigger, faster, and stronger. There was no way to protect himself from the kicks that landed in his stomach, his legs, and his back. There was no way to stop that one powerful hit which had his ribs cracking.


  He tried to escape, but soon enough he realized there was nowhere to go, not when his own mother, Dahlia, was screaming outside the door. Mother. He tried to ask for help, but Helios’ fist punched the word back into his throat, and Herod fell to his knees. He choked, spat, and to his horror, he saw his own teeth fall onto the carpeted floor.


  “Let my son out,” Dahlia was screaming.


  Someone answered her in a voice too low for Herod to hear.


  “Oh my God!” Dahlia started to moan. “Herod, Herod!” And then her voice started to fade.


  Fear churned inside Herod as he felt Helios push him onto his back with a nudge of his foot. Dahlia had always been a monstrously strong woman, and to hear her sob like a weak, old, helpless being – it wasn’t right. Nothing in his world was going to be right again. As the fact became clear to him, Herod began to cry, too. Helios was going to kill him then.


  Around him, the room whirled. All the walls had enormous zigzagging cracks, painted with smudges of blood. Helios had flung him at just about every side of the room. The only thing left, Herod thought dizzily, was the ceiling—


  A wheezing protest came out of him as Helios lifted him bodily into the air, his hands around Herod’s neck. As the pressure around his neck tightened, Helios began to choke and the world got smaller and smaller with each second—


  “Stop, please,” Herod choked out.


  In the next second, the noose-like grip around his neck vanished and he fell to the ground in a jarring, bone-shattering thud. Herod groaned, feeling like he was black and blue all over. When he opened his eyes, Helios was crouched down on the floor next to him, the merciless look on his face making Herod’s bastard brother almost unrecognizable.


  “Did that get your attention, older brother?”


  Herod only managed a jerky nod, not wanting to risk saying the wrong word.


  “That’s good. If you tell me anything but the truth, it means you just want more of my attention. But I don’t think you want that, do you?”


  He shook his head vigorously.


  “When you sent men after Rick, did you find out anything about Manolito Chavez?”


  “Y-yes.”


  “And?”


  “He wants your…your woman. Badly. He has the woman’s father with him.”


  “Do you know where he is?”


  “He’s a ghost. No one knows where he is—” Herod’s scream was cut halfway when Helios once again gripped his neck and started to strangle him.


  “Look at me,” Helios said quietly, not bothering to ease the pressure, forcing Herod to fight for his life like MJ was fighting for hers. When Herod’s gaze met his, he said coldly, “I need concrete answers. If you say something like you don’t know, I’ll bash your head against the floor. It won’t make you any dumber than you are now, but I guarantee you, it could keep you paralyzed or even stuck in a coma for the rest of your life. Do you want that?”


  Helios let his fingers ease around Herod’s neck.


  Herod gasped out, “N-no.”


  “Excellent. Now, I’ll ask you one more time. And I want you to think very hard. What do you know of Manolito Chavez that can help me?”


  The need to survive forced Herod to think furiously. “You could…you could find out where he is through his daughter.” Relief exploded inside him when he saw Helios’ frowning look. “Yes,” he said eagerly, “it’s a secret I accidentally stumbled upon when a business partner slipped about it. Her name is Gracie Langley. She’s into the same business as her father, but they make sure she’s not connected to him in any way. She serves as the face of their legal enterprises.”


  Helios slowly rose to his feet. “Anything else I have to know about this woman?”


  “I heard…” Herod licked his lips in fear. “I heard people say she’s the opposite of her father. That she’s a masochist. If a man can’t make her cry out in pain, they say she’d have her men kill him instead.”


  Chapter Five


  



  “Afxisi,” Kellion murmured to him just before he put on his helmet and drove off. One by one, the other officers, Yuri and Andreus, said the same thing to Helios before riding off into the night. The other members of the club followed until Helios was all alone. This was his fight, his honor, his woman at stake, and he did not want his club involved in what would prove to be the darkest days of his life.


  For a long moment, Helios remained at the foot of the stairs leading to Greece’s most exclusive secret club, a palatial structure that only welcomed the country’s wealthiest and most evil. Every member of this club spent millions to have their darkest desires slaked, a side of them which they zealously kept hidden from the public. Even members of their own families didn’t know of their depravities, of their hunger to perform acts of heinous evil and see blood spilled for the sake of entertainment.


  Afxisi, Helios said to himself as he took a deep breath. It meant ‘rise’ in Greek, and the word served as the cornerstone of their club’s foundation.


  Again, he closed his eyes, his mind conjuring an image of MJ, which served to remind him what he was laying his life on the line for. He was halfway to emptying his bank account by now, five hundred million dollars burned to the ground, all of it gone to bribe and hire just about every damn expert in the world – anyone who could help him find out where MJ was before it was too late.


  This time, however, he was struck with the change in his imaginary MJ. She was on her feet, dressed in her usual plaid men’s shirt, tank top, and jeans. He blinked furiously, the sight of it so fucking vivid and pure – God, she was so, so pure. How could someone so pure be in the hands of a monster?


  His imaginary MJ smiled.


  It nearly brought Helios to his knees. Don’t fucking smile at me, brat. I’m the reason you’re gone. I should have been there to help you. I should have known—


  But MJ kept smiling, her eyes shining with love for him.


  And she whispered, Afxisi.


  Rise.


  You still have our story to tell. A tragedy to overcome. And a cage to break me free from.


  The words his MJ spoke were the oath that every member of the Afxisi took upon joining the club, a promise they made to themselves and to each other. Could the real MJ truly know of the same thing? Perhaps. Perhaps not. But it didn’t matter. Right now, the MJ in his mind told him so, and it gave Helios the strength to do what he had come here to do.


  Pulling down the Venetian mask to partially hide his identity, Helios climbed the stairs and knocked on the massive pair of doors, its oak surfaces bearing impressively intricate carvings. They slowly opened, a nymph-like creature standing on each side. They wore leather costumes that bared more than it hid, their garishly red lips forming a smile even as their eyes screamed from the degradation they suffered.


  They bowed at the sight of Helios, and as he stepped forward, the doors slammed shut behind him. It was only that time he saw the silent pair of men standing guard, and they moved towards him in unison, giving him a thorough body check for weapons.


  The club’s grand lobby was tastefully opulent, with a magnificent chandelier hanging from its domed ceiling, its glittering lights shining down on the plush Turkish carpets with its swirl of colors and patterns.


  Another individual slithered towards Helios. He was dressed like a maître d, and his tone was properly deferential when he asked, “Good evening, sir. I believe this is our first time to welcome you to our club?”


  “You assumed correctly,” Helios murmured. “I believe most people here know who I am.”


  “Of course.” But the man remained where he was, smiling and blocking Helios’ path. “You are Helios Andreadis—” The man stopped in confusion at Helios’ shake of his head. “No?”


  “When I say you know who I am, I believe it is by another name.” He paused. “Some of you may have heard people call me…Thanato.” The moment he said the word, he shed everything that made him Helios and instead embraced the darkness that resided inside him.


  For MJ, he would be Thanato, the man everyone called Death, and for good reason.


  ****


  “I have the most delicious news, cara,” Evangeline murmured as she reclaimed the seat next to Gracie. A svelte brunette several years Gracie’s junior, Evangeline was known affectionately as Belt by the other club members, in honor of her favorite tool for “training” slaves.


  Gracie yawned. “Are you sure I’d be interested in it?” A beautiful ash blonde, she was known as the club’s Ice Princess because she was one of the toughest masochists to make a sub out of. Unlike most members, Gracie also had a sadistic streak in her, one that came out every time a man failed to make her weep in pain. True to her nickname, which had a double-edged meaning, Gracie liked to freeze the men’s testicles until they fell off as punishment.


  “Oh, most assuredly. Because you will never guess who just walked into the club.”


  One fine brow arched up. “The President?”


  Evangeline laughed. “Almost. He’s a President, but not the President.”


  “You’re speaking needlessly in riddles, Eva.”


  Her friend pouted. “You’re no fun at all.” She gestured towards the entrance of the club’s private bar. “There. Do you see him?” Her voice lowered. “The President of Afxisi, Helios Andreadis.”


  Gracie stiffened in surprise. Never in her life would she have guessed that the bastard son of the Andreadis clan would have the same proclivities as her. “Are you sure?” she demanded.


  “But that’s not what’s going to get your panties all twisted,” Evangeline murmured. “I’ve heard from good authority that Helios is none other than Thanato.”


  Gracie almost, almost gaped, which would have been embarrassingly uncouth. Her gaze flittered back to Helios Andreadis, who had finished talking to the club’s manager and was walking towards the stage, where a dozen naked women cavorted in abandon. All of them were bleeding in different parts of the body, the scent of their blood flavoring the air and feeding everyone’s hunger.


  Could he really be Thanato, Gracie wondered, and the thought that Helios Andreadis was indeed so had her panties twisted, as Evangeline so vulgarly put it.


  In their depraved little society, Thanato was a legend, a man who supposedly occupied such an exalted position in his real life that he relied on the most paranoid techniques to keep his identity a secret. But still, word of his perversities spread. He had supposedly killed a woman every week, sometimes three at the same time, and it was said that he could only come when he had a woman’s dying face before him.


  Gracie crossed her legs. Oh God, if it was true…


  She glanced at Helios again. He was so unbelievably tall, and his body was so strong. If he really wanted to kill her, she wouldn’t be able to fight him off. She wouldn’t be able to stop him from killing her. The thought had Gracie crossing her legs once more. Oh God, she was so fucking wet.


  She hoped it was true. Because if it wasn’t, her disappointment would know no bounds and she might just kill Helios herself for crushing her dreams.


  Chapter Six


  



  Helios slapped the woman’s bare butt, his teeth gritting as he fucked her hard from behind. The force of his thrusts had her screaming even as it forced her down on the bed, her fingers curling against the bedsheets.


  In minutes, she was gasping his name as she came.


  Bile rose inside him, every part of Helios rebelling against the act of betrayal, but he forced it down, forced himself to concentrate on shoving his dick faster and harder into her butt until he, too, came, his teeth gnashing together as he spilled his seed on her butt.


  When he was done, he pushed her away and the drunk girl moaned in protest, flopping on her back. She was lying on sheets wet with their sweat and come, but she didn’t seem to care. “Don’t go,” she whined as she watched Helios pull on his pants. “We can do it some more.”


  Helios pulled down his shirt. “I told you, I don’t do one-night stands.”


  “Then what are we?”


  “One-fuck stands.” He left the hotel room without looking back.


  When he got to his home, he threw up right away.


  The sound of retching coming from the office’s private bathroom had Yuri, Kellion, and Andreus exchanging grim looks. When Helios emerged, freshly showered but white-faced with strain, Yuri said flatly, “You cannot continue this for much longer, President.”


  Helios threw himself on the couch. Even after the longest fucking shower, he still felt dirty, his skin crawling at the mere memory of having another woman touch what should have only belonged to his MJ. “Unless one of you can come up with someone who can pass as my twin, this is the only thing I can do for her.”


  No one spoke then, Helios’ words being the inarguable truth. All four of them had studied Manolito Chavez’s every move ever since he had risen to prominence as one of the world’s most successful human traffickers. He was a man who was careful to a fault, leaving nothing to chance. The only way Chavez would make a mistake was if he believed that Helios no longer cared about MJ.


  Helios glanced at Kellion. “The photographer got some good shots?”


  Kellion’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “The best.”


  Helios nodded. “Make sure it shows up on the front page of as many tabloids as possible.” He glanced at Yuri. “Any news about James?”


  “I’m on the last of the journals Ioniko Vlahos’ father wrote. It appears he and James Cartwright were once good friends, Vlahos being one of James’ regular sponsors. He speaks of the many clubs they used to haunt all around the world when James used to race. It’s possible James may drop by one of them. People like him usually do. They want to remember their glory days and are bitter when no one actually remembers it but them.”


  “Can you really keep doing this?” Andreus demanded, no longer able to contain himself. Helios was so damn close to his breaking point. He was fucking sorry that MJ had been taken away, but he did not hold much hope that she was still alive. Manolito Chavez was a monster, and it had been two months since he had taken Helios’ woman. Unfortunately, it had also been said that no woman lasted more than a few weeks in the trafficker’s care.


  “I’ll do what I have to do,” Helios said in a hard voice, “and for as fucking long as it takes until I get her back.”


  “But what if she’s—”


  “Don’t say it,” Helios snarled. “Don’t you fucking say it. MJ is alive.”


  In his mind, MJ was looking at him and smiling, and he tried not to think about how she appeared more and more luminous with each passing day, more ghost than human.


  Afxisi.


  Rise.


  Rise against everything that went against them.


  His jaw clenched. “She’s alive, all right? I can feel it here.” He thumped his chest. “This one will keep beating as long as she’s alive. So trust me. She’s waiting for me.”


  “Say she’s alive then.” Andreus ignored the warning look that the others shot at him. Maybe they were content to let their brother do something foolhardy, respecting his decision as President, but he had always liked to live his life dangerously. Even if Helios ended up kicking him out of Afxisi, no fucking way was he just going to stand by and let one of the few men he cared about risk his life so recklessly.


  “Can you fucking say you’re taking every precaution to stay alive and actually be there to rescue MJ when the opportunity comes?”


  Helios didn’t say anything.


  “You’re risking too much. You’re using your heart, not your head, and that’s not what you fucking taught us to do to survive. You’re playing a dangerous game with that bitch Gracie. If she finds out you’ve been leading her on all along, she’s going to make you pay – and MJ, too.”


  “What the hell do you want me to do then?” Helios shouted. “Just sit here and do nothing—”


  “Fuck no,” Andreus shouted back, also shooting to his feet. “I’m saying let us goddamn help you. You can’t fucking expect us to bear seeing you kill yourself like this and do nothing.”


  Helios tiredly ran a hand over his face, feeling like every second without MJ by his side was sucking the life out of him. “I can’t have any of you more involved than you already are. This is my fight—”


  “This is Afxisi’s fight. And like it or not, we are as much a part of it as you are.” Andreus looked at Kellion and Yuri.


  “We would lay down our lives for you without being asked,” Kellion said.


  “Like fuck I’ll ask that.”


  “Let us at least help with the costs,” Yuri said quietly. “You’re down to – what? Two, three hundred mil? That’s not going to last you forever, Helios, not with the rate you’re buying just about every politician in the world searching for MJ. We’ve got more money than we have a need for. Let us use our resources, too.”


  Helios wanted to argue, but he could see on his friends’ faces it wouldn’t do him any good. “Do whatever you want then.”


  A smile cracked Kellion’s face. “Gracious as ever, President. You’re welcome, too, by the way.” The light-hearted taunt served to somewhat ease the tension in the atmosphere. and they all relaxed.


  “There is one other thing you can do to expedite things,” Andreus said.


  Helios glanced at his treasurer with mock irritation. “Another fucking suggestion? Don’t you only say more than a few words when you're with Hailey?”


  Andreus ignored the dig. “Ioniko Vlahos.”


  Helios stiffened. “What about him?”


  “If any one of us were to make a move against Manolito Chavez’s business, they’d know we’re on to him. But if it was Ioniko who did it, and if he can use his influence without getting directly involved, you could exploit it and step in as a savior at the right time. You could offer your help…”


  Kellion’s eyes glinted in understanding. “For the right price of course.”


  The right price…being the girl who owned the key to his heart but was now trapped in another man’s cage.


  In his mind, MJ was still smiling.


  But this time, her eyes were filled with unshed tears, and her voice was softer, hoarser.


  Hurry.


  ****


  MJ sank to her knees in front of Manolito, her every move subservient.


  “What’s this?” Manolito might be genuinely surprised, but there was no disguising the eagerness in his voice, either.


  Disgust made her want to throw up, but she forced it back, knowing this was the only way to remain alive and untouched. Two months. Sixty-three days to be exact. That was how long she had been gone, and each day it became harder and harder to believe that Helios would be able to find her.


  Pleasing Manolito had also become more difficult. There were just so many ways to make herself bleed and break her bones until she ended up killing herself. Each day, she could see the interest waning in his eyes, gradually being replaced by a chilling kind of boredom.


  That lack of interest terrified her. Manolito, bored out of his mind, would not care what happened to her, and she couldn’t afford to let that happen.


  Swallowing, MJ forced her hands to move, unbuttoning his pants and pulling his zipper down. Soon, his semi-erect dick sprang free, a flaccid scarred length of flesh that was almost as grotesque as Manolito’s disfigured face.


  Again, the urge to throw up hit her, and again she ruthlessly forced it back.


  Please God, please, please, please let me get through this.


  “Wh-what are you doing?” Excitement had Manolito’s saliva hitting her face.


  She kept her smile in place even as she felt his drool trail down her cheek. In many ways, Manolito Chavez was no different from James. To earn James’ approval, she had learned to do what he wanted. And for Manolito, to keep him happy and earn another day to live, she just had to stay…damaged.


  “Slap me.”


  His eyes widened. “W-what?”


  “Slap me—” She had barely finished speaking when he slapped her, hard enough to make her head turn sideways. It hurt, but she knew the pain wouldn’t be enough for him.


  “Slap me harder,” she made herself beg coyly. “Make me bleed.” The words came out of nowhere, the thought behind it borne out of her plain desire to keep living. “Wouldn’t you want me to bleed while I suck on your—”


  No more words were needed.


  He slapped her, repeatedly, until she lost count. And then he was pinching her nose shut, forcing her to gasp and for her mouth to fall open. He shoved his dick into her mouth, and tears pricked her eyes before they started to fall.


  In her mind, she could feel the imaginary Helios coming out from the dark—


  No, she screamed inside her mind. I don’t want you to see me like this.


  It doesn’t matter, brat. I love you—


  No, please, she begged. Please. Please. Please. Don’t look at me now. Please.


  And as the specter of Helios began to fade, Manolito forced her head further down, his dick pushing at the back of her throat. In seconds, he was coming, tears, blood, and semen mingling inside her mouth.


  Chapter Seven


  



  James stared with ill-disguised hatred as Manolito Chavez lovingly stroked MJ’s head, which was lying on his lap. Stupid cunt thought she had Manolito wrapped around her little finger, but not for long. He bided his time, waiting for the Sicilian millionaire to leave the room before getting up from his post and stalking towards MJ.


  Pulling out the newspaper he kept stuck in his jeans’ back pocket, he threw it at MJ’s face. “Thought you’d like some morning reading,” he sneered.


  MJ forced herself to open her eyes as something swatted her face. She picked it up gingerly, realizing that it was a day-old tabloid. Unfolding it, she sucked her breath in when she saw its headlines. Holding the paper between her hands, she walked to the wastebasket and it was there she tore the offensive thing into pieces. Something inside her whispered she was making a big mistake…that she was missing something here, but MJ was in too much pain to listen to the more sensible part of her.


  Even with her eyes closed, the pictures on the tabloid still burned in her mind. It can’t be him, she thought feverishly. It must be an old photo, drummed out by Herod Andreadis. Or maybe it was—


  A sob caught in her throat.


  The photo had Helios inside the penthouse suite of a hotel, which had only been completed this month. The Christopoulos family owned the hotel, and she and Helios had been invited to attend its grand launch. Now she knew Helios was able to attend…but not with her.


  No, no, no, no—


  Panic waltzed back into her imagination, mockingly repeating the words MJ was screaming inside her mind.


  It was only when she heard James laughing above her that MJ realized she had sunk to her knees. “It’s not true,” she whispered, but the lack of conviction in her voice made her flinch.


  “It is true, you stupid cunt,” James jeered. “Want me to bring you old issues? All of them has Helios in it, with different women in his arms each week.” The misery in her face filled him with glee, and when he looked down at her, he didn’t really see MJ. It was the face of MJ’s father he saw, crumpled with pain and defeat.


  Too bad Vlahos was dead. It would have been better if he had been alive. James would have sent snapshots of MJ’s injuries over the years, and this would have been his crowning glory.


  “You should get up,” James said brusquely. “You wouldn’t want Manolito to see you like that, would you? He might realize that you still love Helios Andreadis, and…”


  The door behind them swung open.


  MJ froze, the sound of it filling her mind with terror.


  “If I realize my little dear still wants her Greek lover, what would I do?”


  MJ’s teeth sank into her lip as Manolito pulled her head back by the hair. Their eyes met just before Manolito’s gaze turned wild with rage. He spat at her face, and she couldn’t even react, every part of her immobilized by fright.


  He wasn’t just angry, MJ thought numbly. He was livid, murderously so.


  He spit at her again, and she didn’t even blink.


  “You thought to string me along for the ride while you wait for your young Greek lover to rescue you?”


  She started to shake her head, but this only seemed to inflame him more. The last thing she saw was Manolito’s boot-covered foot heading towards her face.


  As everything went dark, imaginary Helios fell to his knees. Let me see you, brat.


  Oh, how she had wanted to hear those words from him for so long. But now they meant nothing.


  ****


  James gazed down at the check he held in his hands. One million dollars. It was his. And it was all thanks to Vlahos and Madeline’s brat. Shoving it back into his shirt’s breast pocket, he shrugged into his leather jacket and grabbed his overnight bag from the bed. It was time to go. He knew how things worked in Manolito’s world. Regular deposits into his bank account meant Manolito would keep MJ around until she broke. But a one-time payment like this? He doubted she would last more than a week.


  When he got to the airport, James decided to take a flight to Nassau on a whim. He used to go there for vacation between races, and back in the day, the parties there had been wild. It had been years since he had been there. Surely someone would recognize him still? Anyone who did, James thought magnanimously, would be treated like a king by him.


  As he paid for his ticket over the counter, James was completely unaware of eyes that followed his every move. He was just as oblivious when a stewardess took his photo from behind the liquor cart, too lost in his fantasies of reclaiming his glory days as a celebrated race car driver.


  Unfortunately for him, his dreams were doomed to stay unrealized.


  The moment he stepped out of the airport, a pair of casually dressed men cornered him, trapping James in between their hulking bodies. He opened his mouth to protest but fell silent when he felt the butt of a gun pressed to his side. They didn’t tell him to come with them quietly after that. They knew they didn’t have to. Someone like James was sure to know the rules.


  They pushed him inside the backseat of a nondescript-looking car, and again James was kept between his two captors. In front of him were two other men, both of them sporting Hawaiian shirts, and they would have looked no different from ordinary tourists if not for the guns tucked under their shirts.


  The reality of his situation became a lot clearer when the man on his left began to tie his wrists. “Where are you taking me? What do you want?” His blood chilled as a thought occurred to him. “Are you working for Chavez? It’s not my fault he’s—”


  “You talk too much,” the man on his right said quietly. When he took off his dark glasses, his face appeared vaguely familiar to James. A second later, he realized it was one of the friends of the Greek biker MJ had hooked up with in college.


  Before he could even think of protesting his innocence, the younger man had knocked him out cold.


  Yuri gazed reflectively on the bruise of his fist. “If I had hit him any harder,” he murmured, “I might have killed him.”


  “Good thing you didn’t then,” Andreus grunted from the other side of James. “We can take turns after Helios has questioned him.”


  Helios was waiting for them at the boathouse, his face stoic as he watched the other officers of Afxisi unload James from the backseat. The older man remained unconscious even as they tied him by the ankles and hung him upside down from a hook. At his nod, Andreus began reeling him up and stopped when James was at eye level with Helios.


  Helios cracked his fists. Only common sense and sheer worry over MJ had kept him in the boathouse, waiting for the others to bring to him the man who had tortured his woman almost every year of her life. With them so close to finding clues about Manolito Chavez’s whereabouts, Helios knew he had to take greater care and not let Gracie suspect him. Right now, Gracie and the whole world was not even aware that MJ existed, much less the havoc her abduction had created in his life. But that could change any moment. All it took, Helios knew, was one stupid mistake, and it could cost him MJ’s life.


  He took the lighter from the desk and clicking it open, he calmly held it close to James Cartwright’s arms. In seconds, James screamed himself awake at the smell and feel of his burning skin. He found himself staring straight into Helios’ eyes, the world around him upside down. It took another second of blazing agony for James to understand he was the one hanging upside down.


  “Do you know who I am?” Helios asked.


  James only glared at him, knowing there was no point in asking for mercy.


  “I can see in your eyes that you do.” Helios bared his teeth in a smile. “Then you will understand if I do this to you, won’t you?”


  James’ eyes shot up, following the movement of the man’s hand. His eyes widened in alarm when he saw where it was heading. “Fuck you,” he bellowed. But his words ended in a moan of excruciating pain as Helios Andreadis roughly cut his pants open and set his dick on fire.


  Helios only tossed the lighter away when the flesh of James’ manhood had turned a different color. The man was likely in the most hellish throes of pain right now, but it wasn’t enough. He wanted James Cartwright to suffer the kind of life-threatening fear he had subjected MJ to every damn day of her life. He wanted to watch as rapists violated James the way James had sold MJ to be violated, wanted to watch the light go out of the man’s eyes as Helios slowly crushed his windpipe—


  Kellion clasped Helios’ shoulder in warning. “Whatever you’re thinking, President, it’s not worth it. We need answers, and we’re running out of time.”


  The words washed over him like a bucket of cold water, and Helios fought hard to rein his emotions in. In front of him, James was still screaming in between hurling invectives at him and MJ. But the man’s protests died when Helios crouched down to pick up the lighter.


  “If you don’t want me to keep burning your dick until it falls off, you’re going to answer my questions clearly and completely.”


  Kellion grabbed a steel bat lying in wait and used it to lightly “tap” the side of James’ head, just enough to have blood run down the side of his temple. “Understand that, asshole?”


  James tried to spit at him, but Kellion took a swift step back.


  Andreus walked over and used the butt of his gun to tap the other side of James’ temple. Again, blood ran down the side of his head. “Do you understand what our President said? We’ll keep hitting you until you get it right, you know.”


  “Yes,” he forced himself to say, knowing he wouldn’t survive if his captors kept hitting him on the head. Pain from his burned skin and dick made his head even woozier. He began to hallucinate, feeling like a hundred MJs were going around him in circles. And all of them were laughing at him.


  Damn you, stupid cunt.


  Every one of the one hundred MJs didn’t answer, they just kept on laughing as if he wasn’t worth wasting their voices for.


  Another hard painful tap to his head had James’ attention swinging back to Helios and the other men. The walls of the boathouse seemed to be shrinking closer and closer towards him, but surely that couldn’t be? It was all his imagination, just like the hundred MJs still mocking him with their laughter.


  “Where’s MJ right now, James?” He didn’t even think of asking if MJ was alive, and Helios could feel relief explode inside him when James didn’t answer with a negative, didn’t tell him that his beloved brat was dead.


  “In Vegas.” His voice was slurred when he answered. Why was it slurred?


  “Will they be staying there indefinitely?”


  When James took too long to answer, Kellion hit him with the bat once more.


  James came awake with a jolt, and the pain in his dick made sure he was alert once more.


  Helios repeated his question.


  “N-no.” He could feel himself drooling and wondered if it was because he had lost control of his mouth. It did feel a little wonky. “I showed…” he realized what he was about to reveal and shut up.


  Helios flicked his lighter open. “Don’t even think of lying, Cartwright. Spill it.”


  Panic bubbled inside James. Doing his best to sway away from the burning flame near his face, James said, “I showed MJ your photos in the newspaper.”


  Helios cracked his fists, knowing it wasn’t time for him to kill James yet. Goddamn bastard. Goddamn him, goddamn him for always wanting to hurt MJ.


  “She was…affected by what she saw and Manolito saw it. He saw the whole thing.”


  His entire body chilled at what those words could mean. From everything he had heard about the trafficker, Manolito Chavez was an extremely possessive and volatile being, one who would not appreciate if his favorite victim had any feelings to spare for another man.


  In his mind, MJ appeared, standing so still it was as if she had become a statue. Light surrounded her, and Helios cursed silently at the sight, not liking what it portended. No, dammit, stay here with me, brat. Stay with me. Wait for me.


  It took incredible effort for Helios to focus on James, and he had to force himself to speak past the lump in his throat. “If Chavez found out about me, what would happen to MJ?”


  James gulped. “I heard…he liked to have his men feast on women who displease him—aaaaaaah!” Suddenly, he was being reeled down, faster than a roller coaster, and before he knew it he had fallen to the ground.


  Helios gazed at his friends. It was over. James Cartwright’s life was over. It had been forfeit the moment he had sold MJ to a monster like Manolito Chavez, and it was time for Cartwright to pay for his sins.


  When James opened his eyes, he saw the men getting on their bikes. He struggled to free himself, but the ropes around his wrists and ankles didn’t even give an inch. Someone revved his bike, and when James looked up, he saw that the motorcycle was heading his way.


  A silent scream of horror burst out of his throat as the motorcycle flew right over him, its wheels burning the skin of his nose. “Stop!” he finally managed to bellow. “Fuck you, stop—” But he quickly shut his mouth as another bike came blazing towards him.


  He closed his eyes, thinking it would lessen the horror. But it was the biggest mistake he did, allowing the wheels to tear off the skin of his eyelids. He screamed and cried and begged, but he already knew none of them were willing to listen to him. In the deepest part of him, he realized they were making him pay for what he had done to MJ, making him relive every excruciating second of her agony.


  The third bike came from the other side, leaving scalding skid marks on his chest before its rear wheel crushed his dick.


  “Aaaaaaaaaah!”


  But it wasn’t over, he realized sickly as he heard one last motorbike revving, purring, growling, taunting James to look at his last tormentor.


  Helios Andreadis.


  He watched in growing terror as Helios slowly put on his helmet.


  And then Helios was flying—


  Before landing directly on James’ skull, pulverizing the bone with the front wheel of his bike into thousands of pieces.


  ****


  It was an hour later when the officers of Afxisi flew out of Nassau in a private jet, leaving behind an old boathouse burnt to the ground. Records for that day would show that not one of them had visited the island. It was as if they had never been there, and it was as if James Cartwright had never existed either.


  In the privacy and comfort of his jet, Helios leaned tiredly against his seat and closed his eyes. He tried to search inside himself for any feelings of regret for what he had done to MJ’s adoptive father, but there was none. If anything, he wished he could have done more, could have prolonged the torture for years because that was how long James Cartwright had played Russian roulette with her life.


  MJ. He called for her imaginary twin in his mind, but she didn’t appear. He called for her again and again in his mind, and his body tensed more and more when the silence in his mind only lengthened. A sly, sinister voice whispered to him that it could be proof that MJ was gone, truly gone, but Helios refused to believe that.


  They had not come this far for MJ to be taken away from him just like that.


  No. He couldn’t believe that. He would not fucking believe that.


  Somewhere in this world, she was still waiting for him.


  Chapter Eight


  



  “You’re late, caro,” Gracie said with a pout, watching with heavy-lidded eyes as Helios Andreadis entered the room. He headed straight to the en-suite bar, not even sparing a glance at her naked form on the bed. This supreme disinterest from the Greek biker made him loathsome and insanely attractive in Gracie’s eyes. He was the only man she had ever met to treat her this way, so callously, like he didn’t give a fuck about her. But somehow, that was the very thing that made her want him so much.


  Everything about him was so beautiful. His sun-kissed hair, his flashing gold eyes, his tanned skin, and oh, his six-foot-seven body, packed with powerful muscles. The strength in that adorable body never failed to make her lips dry, and the thought of Helios using such strength to fuck her, maybe fuck her until she started to bleed—


  Oh, how she wanted this man.


  “I got held up,” Helios answered curtly as he carelessly tossed his watch on the table.


  Gracie pushed herself up to a sitting position and swung her legs off the bed. She had hoped it would attract Helios’ attention, but all he seemed to care about was pouring himself a drink. Temper roused, she stalked towards him, grabbing the glass of whiskey from his hands and throwing it against the wall. As it shattered to pieces, she shouted, “Don’t you disrespect me—”


  Her words were cut off with a gasp as Helios yanked her head back by the hair, covering her mouth in a brutally hard kiss. She tried to kiss him back, but the moment she did, he pushed her away, hard enough for her to fall back into the cushions.


  “Don’t tell me what I should or shouldn’t do,” he rasped. “We both know you like how I treat you.” And it was true. But what Gracie should never know was how every second he spent in her company sickened him. James’ information had been invaluable, allowing them to pinpoint where Manolito Chavez was currently hiding.


  But it was a damn fortress, and the only way they could get someone in without risking MJ’s safety was if one of them was personally invited to do so.


  Which was why he was here, about to do the fucking unthinkable.


  Gracie was on her knees, cooing words of sweet nothings as she worked on the buttons of his pants. She stroked him and he closed his eyes, pretending it was MJ who stroked him. It was the only way he could get an erection. “Let me make you feel good,” she purred. 


  Helios made his move before his pants was completely down, twisting her around on the floor. He sank to his knees and pushed his cock into her butthole, not caring whether she was wet enough to take him in.


  She cried out, the sound laced with pain and excitement. Her nails dug into the rug as Helios ripped into her with his large and vibrating cock. Tears of pleasure and agony streaked down her face and she gasped, “More.”


  Without saying a word, Helios wrapped his hands around her neck.


  Gracie froze. “What are you—” She started to choke, and as the fingers around her neck tightened, she started to struggle. Unbelievably, Helios didn’t stop thrusting in her. He was fucking her while trying to kill her, Gracie thought, and the thought of it had her gasping for another reason, her pussy flooding with wetness.


  Helios’ thrusts were becoming more forceful, but the pressure around her neck didn’t ease.


  Her senses swam, and her hands slowly fell from Helios’ choking grip.


  As if from afar, she heard Helios roar his release and suddenly she was free. Gracie gasped for breath, but even as she did, her fingers were already snaking down her body, frantically rubbing her clit because almost dying was the most powerful turn on she had ever experienced.


  In seconds, she was coming, coming, coming, and her eyes searched for Helios as she did. He was smiling at her. He had almost killed her, and he was smiling at her.


  Gracie slowly smiled back.


  They fucked three more times before Helios set to leave, Gracie also changing back into her clothes. They had agreed to leave the hotel together, with Gracie inviting him out to dinner for the first time. In their previous encounters, she had only deigned to meet him either at the club or with a hotel rendezvous like tonight. The invitation marked a change in their relationship, and Helios knew he had to take advantage of it right now.


  “How’s your business doing?” he asked, adopting a careless tone as he buttoned his jeans.


  Gracie walked towards him, turning around so he could zip up the back of her dress. Wrinkling her nose, she said, “Horrible. Some nouveau riche shithead from Russia’s competing with my business here. The bastard’s trying to inch me out, getting the banks to call in my loans—”


  “I can help you if you want.”


  Gracie stilled. She had toyed with the idea of asking Helios Andreadis for a loan. Everyone knew he was loaded, after all. But in the end, she had vetoed the idea herself. She really didn’t know him that well, and she hated to be indebted to any stranger.


  But after what happened earlier tonight…


  Maybe he wasn’t a stranger at all. Maybe he was a kindred soul.


  “What do you have in mind?”


  Helios caressed one bare shoulder. “I was thinking…since we had the same tastes…you might be able to help me with something I’ve always wanted.”


  Her breath caught at the heated look in his eyes. “What is it?”


  “I was thinking…maybe you and I…we could look for someone to play around with. Someone we could do whatever we wanted to, and no one would care what happened to that person.”


  He wanted someone they could kill, Gracie realized. That was one of the few taboos in the club, alongside never revealing the names of other members. Violating any of those rules meant death, which was why she had never spoken of her time there, not even to her father. Thankfully, since he was a member of a similar club back in Sicily, Manolito Chavez had never thought to ask her, either.


  What Helios wanted was impossible in the club…but not in her father’s world. She licked her lips. “How much are we talking about?”


  “How much do you need to keep your business out of trouble?” Helios returned silkily.


  Holding her breath, she named an amount that was a lot more than what the banks were demanding from her.


  “Done.” His eyes glittered. “And if you find me someone by tomorrow, I’ll double the amount.”


  “Tomorrow?” She tried not to let Helios see how the demand flustered her. “That’s too soon—”


  Helios’ fingers encircled her neck. “I can’t help it, cara. You make me want to kill. So. Badly.” His fingers tightened around her neck. “But I don’t want to risk hurting you. It’s so rare for me to find someone who matches my tastes. I want to keep you forever, bella mia, but I need to kill. You will help me with that, won’t you?”


  He really was Thanato. Death. His name suited him very well indeed. In a fit of reckless desire, she whispered, “Yes.”


  The lust glittering in Gracie’s eyes was disgusting, but he knew if he didn’t act on it, Gracie would begin to suspect him. He tore off her gown, making her gasp. She opened her mouth to snap at him, but he took her lips in another ravaging kiss, biting her lip and tongue so that they would both taste blood. She raked her nails over his back and he shuddered, knowing Gracie would mistake his revulsion for desire.


  One more night, Helios thought grimly even as he methodically worked on arousing the woman in his arms. One more night and he would be able to save MJ from the hell she was in.


  Chapter Nine


  



  Olga Samaras wanted to run when she saw who her last visitors were for the day. But because she had her pride, she forced herself to stay still in her seat, raising her chin as she said, “You have no business here.”


  Helios and the other officers ignored the petulant answer coming from the country’s deputy finance minister, instead crossing the vast office to sit close. At fifty-three, Olga appeared at least a decade younger, her dark hair unmarred by white strands and her face smooth and unlined. No one looking at her deceptively innocent visage would ever guess that under her cloak of public servitude hid a gruesomely sadistic streak, one that had earned her the nickname of Thanato.


  “This will be our last time to visit you,” Yuri murmured.


  “That was what you said the last time, too,” Olga said bitterly.


  Kellion’s lips twisted as he perched himself on the edge of the minister’s desk. “Even if it was, you are not in any position to complain, are you?”


  The implied threat was not lost on her. Somehow, these young men had discovered her greatest-kept secret, and they had used it to their advantage, threatening to expose her if she did not cooperate with them.


  “I did everything you asked,” she flung back. “I made sure everyone thought you are really Thanato—”


  “It’s not enough now, unfortunately,” Andreus slotted in in a hard voice. “Tomorrow, Helios has been invited to a private ball by Manolito Chavez—”


  Her eyes widened. “The Sicilian human trafficker?” She shook her head. “That person is even worse than I am. I stay away from children, but that madman—”


  Trying to ignore the churning sensation inside his stomach at Olga’s unintended disclosure about Manolito Chavez’s appetite, Helios asked abruptly, “I need you to give it to me straight. Will anyone who is likely to attend the party possibly recognize you and therefore know I am not the real Thanato?”


  She shook her head. “No one. I told you, I’ve always acted alone—”


  “Pardon us if we do not believe you right away since it’s been proven you have a rather flexible meaning of the word ‘alone’.” In the case of one of her most recent victims, Olga had been alone, all right. She had been the lone instigator of the kidnapping and torture of an Irish immigrant to Greece, but she had many men accompanying her on that trip, and all of them had been given the privilege to beat and rape the poor girl.


  “He’s different from me,” she insisted. “I never abused any kids. He…did.”


  And there, Helios thought grimly, was his 32nd reason to kill Manolito Chavez. Someone who preyed on innocent children was the lowest of low, and Helios knew he could not be responsible for his actions if he was ever left alone with the Sicilian.


  “What happens during parties like that? Is there something I should and shouldn’t do so I don’t give myself away?”


  “Just know who belongs to whom, and do not touch the claimed ones without permission.”


  “What about those unclaimed?”


  “They’re for sport. Anyone can have them except for the new ones. Usually, it’s the master who does that and in this case, that would be…” her voice unconsciously lowered. “It would be Manolito Chavez, because I heard him saying he liked breaking a girl apart during her first time…over and over.”


  Helios slowly came to his feet. “Do you like doing that, too?” he heard himself ask, thinking all the while that since he had succeeded in killing James Cartwright, perhaps he could kill the bitch sitting across him, too. It made him feel sick, knowing that the woman had gotten away with hurting and killing so many innocent women because of her position in the government.


  Olga smirked. “What do you think?”


  There wasn’t any answer. She looked up and screamed as Helios lunged for her over the desk. He would have strangled her outright if Kellion and Yuri hadn’t reacted right away, pulling him off the politician.


  “Helios, dammit,” Andreus growled. “This isn’t what we agreed on.”


  “Look at her,” Helios growled, straining against Yuri and Kellion’s hold. He wanted to fucking kill her, to snap her neck and rid the world of one of its greatest evils. “She has the gall to fucking think of happy memories, torturing girls, while MJ’s still lost—”


  “You’ll be the one who’s dead if you react like this every time you meet the world’s greatest fuck-ups.”


  Olga, still cowering behind the desk, watched as the most menacing-looking of the four came between her and Helios Andreadis. She didn’t even think of hitting the panic button under the desk, knowing it would be all over for her if this came out on the news. The combined hold of these men over the media was beyond even her power, and she knew the news of her darker proclivities would come out before she could have them arrested.


  “I’ve met worse people than this bitch in my line of work for the club, Helios. Trust me – you cannot risk losing your head over this. If you kill a high-profile bitch like her, it won’t be good for you or the club. It won’t be good for MJ either, because then Chavez might know we have something planned.”


  Helios struggled to listen to Andreus, knowing his friend was right. He had to concentrate on what mattered the most, and that was getting MJ out of whatever hellhole she was in – alive.


  “I’m fine,” Helios said finally. And he was, for the moment. “We can leave this place now. We’ve gotten what we wanted.” Kellion and Yuri slowly let him go, but both were tense, waiting for any sign that their President might snap again.


  Andreus moved only when Helios headed towards the door.


  Helios heard Olga’s scream just as he stepped out of the room. His head snapped back, and his stunned gaze found Andreus wiping his blade clean while Olga was sobbing as she shakily reached for the phone with one missing finger.


  Andreus dropped the severed finger into the wastebasket before closing the door behind him.


  “Why the fuck did you do that?” Kellion demanded.


  Andreus shrugged. “It is what I’ve always done for the club when people don’t want to pay.”


  Helios could see it in the others’ faces - it wasn’t only to him that those words were news. “You never have to do something like that for Afxisi—”


  Andreus’ smile didn’t reach his eyes. “On the contrary, President, I do. Afxisi is the only family I have. I’m not going to let any asshole fuck that up for us, and that includes making sure people clear their debts to us…one way or another.”


  “It’s not right that you had to shoulder this kind of burden alone,” Helios stated. “When we get back home…with MJ, we’re going to change a couple of rules.” His eyes narrowed at his treasurer. “And fair warning, my friend. You will probably be grounded.”


  Andreus pretended to look scared. “Not that, President. Anything but that.”


  When Helios and Kellion got on their bikes, Yuri held back, waiting for the other two to leave before asking Andreus, “Is that why?”


  Andreus feigned ignorance even as his body tensed at the younger man’s question. “Is that why what?”


  “Does my sister know that’s the reason you think you’re not good enough for her?”


  Andreus exhaled. Damn Yuri for being fucking straightforward as ever. “No,” he said finally.


  “You should tell her,” Yuri suggested calmly. “Otherwise she’ll keep thinking the opposite.”


  “The opposite?” he echoed blankly.


  “That you think she’s not good enough for you because she’s damaged.”


  Chapter Ten


  



  Gracie eyed her beau in pleasant surprise as he arrived in style on her doorstep. In the past, Helios Andreadis had come to her dressed in his usual shirt and jeans, but tonight he had definitely dressed up. He wore an elegant tux, the design she recognized as something likely to have set him back by several thousand dollars. “You look wonderful, caro,” she murmured.


  Malicious enjoyment glinted in his leonine eyes. “I thought I should dress up for this very special occasion.”


  She brought her lips up for a welcoming kiss and again, his lips were violently passionate, making her whole body shiver in excitement. She loved this the most about Helios, the way he did not lose his edge no matter how many times they came together. With the other men she had dated in the past, they would gradually mellow and become clingy, forcing her to either break up with them…or have them disposed of by her father’s men.


  Inside the limousine, Gracie tried to come on to him, running her hand over his thigh. He knew he should take the bait, but he was too fed up with her brand of passion. Wanting to get things over with, he roughly pulled her towards him until she was face down on his lap. “See if you can make me hard.”


  She eagerly unzipped him. “Yeeeees…”


  As Gracie took his cock into her mouth, Helios’ hand went under her long, slinky black gown, fingers creeping on her body until he found her panties. He ripped them off her body and sank his fingers into her pussy. It was the first time he had fucked her this way, but he knew she was beginning to have questions and they had to be addressed before they got to her father’s place.


  Gracie’s moans around his cock filled the limousine.


  His fingers moved rapidly, Helios using every skill he had in his possession to bring her to a powerful orgasm.


  By the time they reached their destination, Gracie was done reapplying her makeup, and she was smoothing out the creases on her gown. Glancing at Helios, she saw his frown as he took in the façade of the abandoned warehouse. “Don’t be fooled by its appearance. We have the loveliest facilities below.”


  “Below?” Helios asked as he put on the mask Gracie handed him, a requirement for such gatherings. He stepped out of the limousine first and as he offered his hand, he saw her having trouble holding her gown and handbag at the same time. “Let me hold that for you.”


  Gracie handed him her purse. “Thanks.” She looked down at her feet as she came out, thus missing the way Helios handily slipped his Swiss knife into her bag. It was the only way he could sneak a weapon into Manolito Chavez’s compound.


  “This factory was once a mental hospice,” she relayed to him with a giggle. “It has its own dungeon, which Daddy thinks is really cool.”


  “It is cool,” he agreed. “Are there some original chains left?”


  “That and more,” Gracie promised.


  The flush in her cheeks made him ask smoothly, “Did you receive the gift I sent you?”


  Pleasure shone in her eyes. “Oh, yes,” she said merrily. “I took a sip of it just before leaving. It was wonderful.”


  If that was true, then she should be unconscious in thirty minutes. Surely that was enough time for him to find MJ and get her out of here. The abandoned warehouse was as heavily guarded as it had always been, men patrolling the premises every five minutes, but unlike in the past, none of them cared to hide the fact that they were fully armed.


  Lots of strings had been pulled for tonight’s event then, Helios observed. How many politicians had been bribed for this supposed celebration to push through? Worse, how many of them were inside this very place, all of them possessing depraved souls in their bodies, wanting to “feast” on the flesh of unwilling women?


  Helios’ lip curled at the word “feast”, which was what Olga and James had both used to describe what Manolito Chavez and his patrons did during gatherings like this.


  “Helios? Is something wrong?” Gracie asked worriedly, seeing the frown on her date’s face.


  He forced himself to shrug. “I’m just a little impatient. After all, you can’t say I’ve been slow in sending you the money you needed…”


  She flushed. “Thank you for that. And I promise, tonight will be worth it. Daddy always has the most wonderful shows prepared for nights like this. And when he learns how much you’ve helped me, I’m sure he won’t just gift us with one girl. He’ll give us a full harem.” She paused. “As long as you don’t have any preferences?”


  “Someone young and white, preferably. I have what they call a younger sister complex.” It was the only explanation he could think of to make sure he had someone that fit MJ’s bill sent to him.


  “You have a younger sister?” she asked in surprise.


  “A friend’s sister,” he prevaricated, mentally apologizing to Yuri as he found himself inadvertently talking about Hailey.


  “Interesting,” Gracie murmured, but she was already secretly vowing to herself to find out who that girl was. That bitch, whoever she was, had to go. She was not the kind to share her man with anyone else, especially when it was of Helios’ caliber.


  Inside the warehouse, Helios was subjected to a thorough body check, and he allowed this without even blinking, knowing that his weapon was safe in Gracie’s handbag. As he had expected, Gracie was able to sail inside the place like a spoiled little princess, the guards deferential towards her.


  The interior was as gaudy as any 19th century brothel, which he supposed appealed greatly to Chavez and his ilk. Gazes followed him and Gracie wherever they went. By now, people would recognize him as Thanato, although he knew only members of Gracie’s club would also know him as Helios Andreadis. Someone who was as debauched as Thanato would not care about what these people thought, and it was this that allowed him to meet each and every person’s gaze unflinchingly.


  As they descended into the dungeons, that was when Helios’ mettle was tested. In each cell they passed, either two or more individuals would be inside, and all of them would be involved in an act of degradation. He wanted to charge into each fucking cell and kill Chavez’s customers but he restrained himself, knowing that there was a better way to save everyone in this place.


  When they reached an unoccupied cell, Gracie stopped and pushed its door open. He watched warily as she stepped in.


  Gracie found Helios still standing outside the cell. “What are you waiting for, caro?” she asked throatily. She let her hand lovingly run through the assortment of whips hanging from the strip of wall hooks. “We can do something really quick here. Wouldn’t you want to whip me a little, see my blood running down my thighs like a frightened little virgin?”


  No.


  He didn’t fucking want that because it would remind him too much of what MJ might be going through.


  But he heard himself saying, “You don’t even have to fucking ask.”


  He knew what he had to do.


  Inside, he didn’t reach out for any of the whips. Instead, he slowly unbuckled his belt. “Get on the bed without your clothes.”


  Gracie hurriedly undressed herself and got on all fours on the narrow bed, which squeaked under her weight. She watched with mounting excitement as Helios moved towards her, the deadly look in his gaze thrilling her to no end. He looked like he was ready to kill her, Gracie thought dreamily. Oh, this was going to be soooo—


  She screamed, the agony of having her flesh torn apart telling her this was no ordinary whipping. Helios had started whipping her with the buckle rather than the leather end of his belt.


  Whip.


  Whip.


  Whip.


  It took a while, but the pleasure came to her still, making the blazing pain on her back all the sweeter.


  ****


  “There, there, you look almost like your beautiful self,” Manolito cooed to her lovingly as his men presented MJ to him. He had her dressed in bridal finery, an old-fashioned lacy white gown with long sleeves, a high neckline, and a semi-full skirt.


  “Now, for the final touch.” Manolito stood up, his smile making his face even more grotesque. As he walked towards MJ, someone handed him a row of pearls. “These are not true, of course. After all, you weren’t true to me either, were you?”


  MJ tried her best to keep still as Manolito wrapped the pearls around her neck, tried not to flinch as the pearls touched her still-burning skin. Last night, Manolito’s bridal gift for her had been having someone leave stub marks from a cigarette all around her neck, like a permanently tattooed necklace.


  In her mind, Helios’ voice had gone hoarse. It’s all going to be over soon, brat. Trust me.


  She didn’t answer because she no longer knew what to think.


  Every day, Manolito liked to torture her with tidbits about Helios dating different women every day of the week. Was that like a man bent on finding the lost love of his life? Oh, he still heard about Helios’ men coming after him, Manolito told her, but it was more for vengeance. Helios had given her up for good, had come to terms with her death, and who was he to disagree with him?


  “If your beloved Greek thinks you’re dead, then I shall deliver you just like that. I will even have our wedding ceremony taped for his viewing benefit. Would you like that?”


  Remembering Manolito’s words made her wince, causing Manolito to lose his hold on the pearls. It clattered to the floor, and Manolito cursed before backhanding her, hard enough for her to follow where the pearls went.


  Pain stung the left side of her face but before she could even open her eyes, Manolito was already there, pulling her up roughly. “There, there, I told you not to move unnecessarily, haven’t I, my dear? Haven’t I taught you anything?”


  She whispered, “I’m sorry.”


  “I know, I know. You won’t do it again, will you?”


  She shook her head even though a part of her knew she would do it again. And she would keep on doing it until Manolito finally snapped and killed her for good.


  Don’t fucking say that, brat. Don’t lose hope.


  She closed her eyes to Helios’ voice.


  Don’t shut me out.


  I’m just so tired, Helios. I don’t know what to think of anymore.


  Just think of me. Think of how much you love me, and how much I love you. That’s all you need to think about.


  I just want this to be over.


  Remember what the motto of Afxisi is?


  MJ frowned. Afxisi meant ‘rise’ and…


  A story to tell, a tragedy to overcome, and a…cage to break free from.


  Yes, her imaginary Helios said fiercely. I was meant to break you out of that cage, so stay with me a little longer. Wait for me.


  Dimly, MJ felt Manolito’s men pushing her forward, and she started to walk. Someone shoved a bouquet of dead flowers in her hands and she took it. She tried to shut everything out, tried to focus on the words of Helios in her mind.


  Yes, she thought jerkily. She had to stay alive. She had to wait. She had to believe.


  As they went down into the dungeon, MJ averted her eyes from the couples inside the cells, blocking out every cry of pain because she wouldn’t be able to bear it, knowing she couldn’t do a thing to help the other women.


  She was suddenly forced to stop midway towards the hall at the end of the dungeons, where she and Manolito were supposed to take the vows between Master and his offering. She listened without really hearing as Manolito greeted the occupant in the cell with unusual warmth.


  And then—


  No.


  It couldn’t be.


  Surely it wasn’t him.


  Manolito yanked her forward, and as she fell to Manolito’s side, the man started caressing her silk-clad breast. “This one is a new recruit of mine,” Manolito was saying. “I don’t plan on disposing of her, but if what my lovely daughter says is true, then perhaps she will be a fitting gift for you. She’ll give you two a wonderful fight. She’s a fierce one, this girl.” Manolito tipped her chin up. “Right, my dear?”


  MJ managed a nod.


  “Now, now, don’t be too obedient. You’ll be giving me a bad rep with that.” When Manolito made her turn towards the people he was talking to, that was when she started to struggle. Something inside her screamed at the thought of having to see the truth, of confirming that what she heard was indeed real—


  “See?” Manolito murmured in approval. “A fighter, just lilke I told you.”


  No matter what she did, her strength was puny against his, and soon Manolito had forced her to face the others. The first one she saw was an ash blonde woman, half naked, blood running down her back and thighs. But she had a cat-ate-the-cream smile playing on her lips, as if she relished the fact that she was bleeding.


  Slowly, MJ lifted her gaze to meet the man standing next to her.


  NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO


  Helios.


  Helios.


  Helios.


  She didn’t want him to see her like this.


  “What do you think, Thanato? Do you like this one as a gift? I’m only going to use her once. I spent a fortune having her hymen reconstructed, you know.”


  NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO


  “In fact, you’re invited to watch the ceremony. I have something really special prepared for this one here.” Manolito tweaked MJ’s nipple, and it was the last straw just before MJ’s mind shattered.


  Chapter Eleven


  



  MJ was crying.


  In his mind, she was crying and it tore him apart because he knew how much she hated to cry, how much she hated being weak.


  I’m here now, baby. Why won’t you look at me?


  But she didn’t stop crying, didn’t even look back at him.


  Gracie squeezed his arm. “Are you ready?” Her voice was excited and slurred at the same time. The drugs he had put in the bottle of wine he had sent her were starting to take effect. All perfect timing, since a fully alert Gracie would ruin his plans.


  Pulling her to his side, he played with her breasts while idly flipping on the tiny camera he had pinned to the neckline of her dress while they had been fucking inside the car. He saw it blink once, a tiny red light that was lost in the blaze of lights focused on the ceremonial stage in front of them. With the camera on, his men would be able to position themselves around the compound and ensure that they wouldn’t be killing anyone innocent.


  Now that was done, the hardest part awaited him.


  Taking a deep breath, Helios forced himself to look at the stage. Manolito was lying flat on his back on a marble table, naked. A moment later, MJ was brought forward, and she wasn’t struggling. The vacant look in her eyes tore at him, and Helios had to remind him that it was for her sake he couldn’t do a fucking thing…yet.


  Ten seconds.


  When they started to disrobe her, she didn’t do a thing. He wanted to fucking cry for her, and he knew when this was all over, he would. Goddammit, why? Why did someone so pure and innocent like MJ had to suffer something like this?


  Nine seconds.


  The men lifted MJ up and placed her slowly on top of Manolito.


  But still she didn’t move a muscle.


  “Look at her,” Gracie whispered hatefully. “She looks so calm. She thinks she can just pretend this isn’t happening?” She laughed at the thought. “What a dumb bitch. There’s more—”


  Six seconds.


  Helios froze at Gracie’s last words.


  And that was when he saw another man, built like an ox, climb on top of the pedestal and crawl towards MJ. It was only then MJ stirred, only when she saw that her nightmare was the very worst kind, that she started to struggle, tears running down her eyes.


  Four seconds.


  “Nooooooooooooooooo—”


  Helios knew he would never forget that sound in his life, never forget the look of despair on MJ’s face as she found herself sandwiched between two monsters.


  Three seconds.


  “You first,” Manolito told the man on top of MJ.


  Fuck the plan, Helios thought. Even if he’d end up killing himself for not sticking to the plan, it didn’t matter. All he knew was that he could not bear to prolong MJ’s agony.


  Two seconds.


  Snatching Gracie’s handbag as he pushed his way forward, he pulled out the knife he had hidden, flipped it open, and let it fly.


  The knife hit Manolito square in the forehead, killing him in an instant.


  Chaos erupted, followed by the sound of bullets behind him as Manolito’s men exchanged fire with Helios’ men outside the compound. Helios didn’t stop moving, running as fast as he could to get to MJ.


  ****


  The sight of a knife sticking out of Manolito’s head shocked the man on top of MJ so much that he lost total control. In his haste to scramble out of the way, he inadvertently pushed his dick forward, and MJ screamed.


  Her violation was complete.


  She screamed and she screamed and she screamed.


  Suddenly, the man on top of her became dead weight, and then he was being rolled out of the way.


  Still she screamed, wishing she could scream herself out of the nightmare she had found herself in.


  Someone was shaking her, calling her name.


  “MJ! MJ! Open your eyes! You’re safe!”


  Helios?


  Was that Helios?


  If it was—


  She didn’t want to see him.


  Not like this.


  Not ever.


  Around Helios, the sound of gunfire was dying. He was dimly aware of Manolito’s men, the few of them that were still alive, shouting to get Gracie out. He knew he should turn around and kill her now before she could cause more trouble. She was the type to do that, the kind that held a grudge to her dying day.


  But Helios didn’t.


  All he had eyes for was MJ.


  “Please,” he whispered hoarsely. “Look at me. You’re safe now. Believe me.”


  But still she didn’t stop screaming.


  He gathered her close to him, taking off his jacket and putting it around her, leaving behind two dead bodies on the marble table. The other man had died with a shot to the head, Helios managing to grab a gun from one of Manolito’s men as he charged towards MJ.


  He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I’m here now, baby. Do you hear me? No one’s going to hurt you anymore.”


  But she only answered him with more screams.


  Helios gazed down at her face, and the devastating pain in her eyes made him swallow. Tears stung his eyes, tears he wanted to shed for her because it seemed like she didn’t even want to allow herself the relief of tears, didn’t want to allow herself to escape the nightmarish world she had exiled herself into.


  “MJ, I’m here.” His voice broke. “Please come back to me. Please.”


  But she had no answers except for more screams.


  Chapter Twelve


  



  “You’re looking stronger every day,” Katya said with a smile as she kissed her half-sister on the cheek before sitting next to the bed.


  MJ forced a smile. “I’m glad.” But a part of her thought that the truth was the opposite. The stronger her body was, the weaker her mind became. Every day, the nightmares got worse but she did her best to keep it hidden from everyone, swallowing her screams to herself.


  It had been a month since she had been taken to the hospital. A month of trying to forget the time she had spent with Manolito Chavez…and failing. A month of refusing to see or even hear from Helios Andreadis…and succeeding. But until when?


  It was that question which troubled her the most, which was why MJ was determined to talk to Katya today. “Katya?”


  “Yes?” She tried not to show how startled she was that MJ had taken the initiative to speak to her. It wasn’t that MJ felt awkward with her now that she knew they were half-sisters. It was only that MJ had changed, and most of the time she would spend her days staring and saying nothing.


  “Do you think you…you and Ioniko can take me away from here?”


  Katya started at the request. “Yes, but…is there a place you want to go?”


  Looking away, she whispered, “Anywhere…any place that Helios wouldn’t be able to reach me.”


  Katya’s heart broke at her sister’s words.


  MJ squeezed the hem of the covers lying in a bunch around her waist. “I know it seems ungrateful, but I just can’t…” She closed her eyes. “All I can see is his face, watching me as another man…” A gasp tore out of her throat as she found herself unable to complete the sentence.


  Hand shaking, she reached for MJ’s hand and squeezed it. “I’m sorry,” Katya whispered. “God, I’m so sorry for what happened to you.”


  She choked out, “Sometimes, I ask Him that, you know. Why did it have to happen to me? What did I do so horribly wrong that had to happen to me?”


  “I don’t know,” Katya said brokenly. “I wish I knew what the answer should be for that, but I just don’t know. All I know is that…things happen for a reason. They always do.”


  “There’s no reason for this,” MJ said bitterly.


  Katya didn’t speak, knowing whatever she had to say wouldn’t be able to heal her sister’s pain.


  “Will you and Ioniko take me away, Katya?” Her voice caught. “Please?”


  “Of course. Anything you want. Anytime.” She hesitated. “But MJ, don’t you think you should let Helios at least know what you’re planning? I know you…you no longer feel the same way about him, but he loves you terribly.”


  She wanted to say no, but she knew she was only being selfish if she did. “All right. I’ll speak to him…and then after that, we’ll go?”


  Katya nodded. “As soon as you’re ready.”


  ****


  Helios knocked on the door twice, his heart constricting when he heard MJ’s lovely voice call for him to come in. She looked up the moment he entered, violet eyes meeting gold. Hers were wary and haunted, his were inscrutable.


  He had dressed up for this, MJ realized with a pang. No plain round-collared shirt, he had on something gray and elegant with a collar. No jeans, too. Instead, he had on a pair of corduroy pants. He was probably the fanciest-dressed student of Christopoulos University right now, second only to perhaps Kellion or Derek Christopoulos himself, who everyone teased as Greece’s manliest fashion plate.


  “These are for you,” Helios said unevenly, presenting her with a bouquet of flowers. He had chosen it himself, making sure nothing about it would remind her of the bouquet she had held…that time.


  “Thanks.” She was careful not to accidentally touch him as she accepted the bouquet and placed it on the bedside table. When Helios lowered herself to the seat next to the bed, she tried her best not to flinch at how close he was.


  When she looked up, she realized that he had noticed her tension anyway.


  His lips twisted. “Is it just me or is it men in general?”


  She shrugged.


  Helios’ face became grimmer. “Just me then.”


  At his words, her head jerked up.


  Seeing the shock on her face, he asked rawly, “Did you really think having us spend time apart would make me know you less?” He told himself not to continue after that, but he couldn’t help it. Every day he wasn’t able to hold her in his arms was killing him, and he demanded hoarsely, “And did you really think what happened would make me love you less?”


  She pressed her hands to her mouth, trying to keep herself from crying. “I’m sorry,” was all she could say.


  He shook his head. “Talk to me.”


  She shook her head, pressing her hands harder to her mouth to suppress her sobs.


  His voice became ragged and thin. “Is it because of what I did? That I killed…James?”


  She shook her head, wishing she could tell him that if she had been given the chance, maybe she would have killed the man herself. Someone like James shouldn’t be allowed to live, and he should definitely not have been entrusted with the care of a young girl.


  Helios swallowed. He wanted to reach out for her hand, to hold her and reassure her, but he restrained himself with an effort. She looked like she was about to break any moment, her body fragile and painfully thin. She had been broken so many times he couldn’t allow himself be another reason for her to break, not even if it meant he was the one who’d break instead.


  “Then is it because…of the women? James told me…you knew.”


  She shook her head once more. Kellion and the other officers had told her all about Helios’ plan. There was nothing to forgive about it. He had done what he had to do to find her.


  Helios’ fists clenched in frustration. “Then what?” He tried to keep his voice low and steady even if something inside him threatened to explode at the distance MJ was keeping from him. “Is it because of what I had to do with Gracie Langley? Is that it?”


  The agony on his face was unbearable, forcing her to speak. “No. Th-that’s not it.” Of all the people in the world, Helios shouldn’t be made to suffer for what happened to her. He had sacrificed so much for her. It wasn’t his fault that the ordeal had changed her, made her cold inside and out.


  “Then what? Tell me,” he begged. “Talk to me.”


  “It’s not you.” She slowly pointed to herself. “It’s me. I can’t…I just can’t love you anymore.”


  His face whitened in pain at her words. “Why?”


  “Because…” Her voice fell in shame. “I’m dirty.” As soon as she said the words, there was no stopping the tears she had held back for so long. “I’m…d-dirty. The t-things I h-had to do…I c-can’t…I d-don’t want…”


  He tried to reach out for her but stopped when she went wild, almost falling out of the bed in her haste to keep herself out of his reach.


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered, sobbing. “I just can’t. I’ll always feel dirty. And as long as I feel this way, I can’t even think about l-loving you.”


  “I don’t care—”


  “But I do,” she screamed. “I do! Every night, I feel him raping me. Every night, I’m on my knees, sucking his dick.” Her sobs shook her body. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget, Helios.” She looked at him with eyes dark with terror. “I’ll always be his…even if he’s dead.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  



  “You have to give her up, President.”


  Maybe he had to. Because of all the people who could tell that to his face, he had not expected it to be Yuri Athanas. He was the one closest to MJ, the one who knew about everything that MJ had gone through. If Yuri was telling him to give up now, then maybe he had to.


  Helios downed another shot. “Not while I’m still breathing.” They were in the private lounge of the nightclub Christien di Luca owned, the only establishment in Miami that did not yet have Helios Andreadis blacklisted.


  “You have to accept the fact that she might never recover from what’s happened,” Kellion said.


  “You did what you could. You got her out alive. But that’s it. It ends there. You can’t keep doing this to yourself—” Andreus shook his head in disgust as he watched Helios pour himself another shot. The Helios Andreadis he knew had never been the type to get himself drunk, but ever since MJ had flat out refused to get back together with him, Helios had spent every night drowning himself in liquor.


  Eventually, Helios’ friends forced him out of the club, driving him to his home. He allowed them to do what they wanted, pretending he was completely intoxicated.


  If only that was true.


  Night after night, it was his number one goal. To drink himself into oblivion. But when he got to his bed, his mind would be painfully clear, and all he could think about was the yawning emptiness ahead of him. That was what life would be like without MJ.


  When he was sure his friends had all left, Helios swiftly got out of his bed and made his way to the garage. Hopping on his bike, he drove to the hospital, where he knew MJ would be spending her last night. He would prove it to them, Helios thought doggedly. He would show them they were all wrong. MJ was not broken. He would know if she was. And she wasn’t. He was the reason she lived, the same way she was the reason why he lived. She might have forgotten that, but he hadn’t.


  When he got to the hospital, he began to shout, “MJ.”


  ****


  “Ms. Cartwright? I’m terribly sorry to wake you up, but I think you need to know…”


  Groggily, MJ pushed herself up. “What is it?” she asked worriedly, seeing the flustered look on the nurse’s face. On the bed next to hers, MJ saw Katya stir awake at the commotion. She had insisted that she was fine on her own, but Katya and Ioniko had still taken turns sleeping with her. It was the most humbling feeling, knowing that after all these years, she finally had a real family.


  If only…


  But she didn’t allow herself to continue the thought.


  The nurse rushed towards the windows and pulling the curtains back, she said, “Perhaps…you’d like to see for yourself? I don’t think Mr. Andreadis will stop until he hears from you.”


  MJ was stunned. “Helios?” Her eyes flew to the wall clock. It was three-thirty in the morning. What was Helios Andreadis doing here?


  She and Katya walked to the windows, and MJ paled when she saw Helios waving a gun, forcing everyone to keep back. “How long has he been doing that?” she whispered.


  “About five minutes,” the nurse answered, her tone half envious, half worried. It was clear she found the idea of Helios paying MJ a midnight call very romantic. Crazy, too, but still.


  Helios was shouting her name again. When she looked down, she saw that Helios was looking up at her.


  “I love you, MJ.”


  Oh no.


  Helios waited with bated breath for MJ to answer, but she only stared at him from the second floor, her eyes heavy with misery.


  Ah, God, Helios thought. The sight of those miserable violet eyes was going to send him to an early grave. Was he the reason she was sad? Was he the one keeping her from moving on? Was he the selfish one here, forcing himself on her when clearly all he reminded her of were the very worst memories?


  Just one more chance, he told himself. One chance to make her realize she loved him and if she still didn’t—


  “MJ,” he shouted again when he saw her about to turn her back.


  He almost believed she was going to ignore him by the time she faced him again. It had taken her so long to reappear by the window. Guessing he had two, three minutes max to do what he came here for before the police arrived, he shouted, “I’m going to prove to you I love you.”


  MJ didn’t say a thing.


  He pointed towards the ten-foot walls of the hospital. “See that?” he shouted. “I’m going to fly over that for you, MJ. It’s my way of proving you that I love you.” As he said the words, a part of Helios warned him that while he might have been able to do that sober, he was not exactly sober right now.


  He shrugged the worry away.


  “Here I go, brat. Watch me fly for yooooouuuuu—”


  Heart in her throat, MJ watched Helios maneuver his bike to face the wall.


  Katya was distressed. “Won’t you try to stop him?”


  Slowly, MJ whispered, “I don’t have a right to stop him.”


  “But he’s doing it for you!”


  “I didn’t ask him to do it.”


  Katya shook her head. “Why have you become so cold, MJ? I don’t understand you.” She walked hurriedly towards the door. “If you’re not going to stop him, I will. For you. He’s the man you once loved. I can’t believe you’ve really forgotten that.”


  The door slammed shut behind Katya.


  Below her, Helios was flying.


  The man she once loved.


  It was as if she was watching a movie scene unfold when Helios lost control of his bike and he began to fall. Everything seemed to happen in slow motion, and a part of her didn’t see Helios as he fell. What she saw instead was herself, falling down, down, down when she, too, once tried to win his love this way.


  Helios’s back slammed against the ground.


  A crowd instantly swarmed around him, and soon, she saw Helios being lifted on a stretcher.


  Looking at him lying on the stretcher, stirring ever so slightly, she realized something painfully true.


  By allowing him to earn her love when he shouldn’t even have to, she had become the one person she didn’t ever want to be.


  She had become James.


  Swish.


  The thought had her collapsing on the bed, and she stared blankly at the walls, unable to believe how much she had changed. Why? Why? Why had she changed so much?


  She stayed there, unmoving, for hours, trying to think of a way to make herself human…even if it was only for Helios’ sake. But she couldn’t. It was as if her heart had turned into stone, protecting itself by not beating for anyone except for herself.


  When Katya came back to MJ’s room, she saw her sister sitting on the bed, a vacant look on her face. “MJ?”


  “Is he all right?”


  “Yes. He’s either really strong or really lucky. He only got off with a couple of bruises.”


  A ghost of a smile flitted over MJ’s lips. “I broke my ribs when I did the same thing.”


  Katya hesitantly returned the smile. “Would you like to see him?” Her eyes darted to the door. “He asked for you, you know.”


  Slowly, MJ shook her head. “No. I think…it’s better this way. He has to understand I’m not the same MJ he…knew before.”


  Katya said vehemently, “Don’t do that. Helios Andreadis didn’t just know you, MJ. He loved you, and you’re being unfair, pretending you don’t know that.”


  MJ said painfully, “I just really think he’s better off without me. And the colder I act towards him, it’s as if I feel better.” A choked sob escaped her. “I don’t understand what’s happening to me, Kat. All I know is that for his sake, I have to stay away before he finds out that I’m happy…I’m happy when he’s hurting.”


  Outside MJ’s room, Helios slowly lowered his fist and leaned against the wall, his face drawn.


  He had heard every word.


  Chapter Fourteen


  



  “Ready to go?” Ioniko asked gravely even though he knew it was a pointless question. Katya had told him their sister hadn’t slept a wink, spending the rest of the night packing her things and making calls to ensure she no longer had any need to go back to Miami.


  MJ nodded. “Ready as I will ever be.” She forced a smile, telling herself she had learn to do it sooner or later anyway.


  Katya returned her smile, but her sister’s was an even bigger fake. MJ’s heart constricted, knowing how much Katya worried over her. But it was as if she couldn’t completely empathize with anyone. Walls around her heart had somehow come out of nowhere, preventing her from feeling as much as she wanted.


  She could smile, but she couldn’t laugh. She could whisper, but she couldn’t shout. And she could care, but she could never love.


  They stepped inside the elevator, the silence between them unbroken. She closed her eyes.


  Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.


  She was doing the right thing.


  She was.


  MJ opened her eyes when the elevator chimed, and the doors opened to the lobby. Ioniko stepped out first and Katya followed. Only when she stepped out did she see the man standing at the very center, hair disheveled, clothes rumpled, but still looking like the most beautiful man in the world.


  Oh God, God, God.


  Why do you keep doing this to me, God?


  Why?


  “MJ,” he said hoarsely.


  His voice snapped her out of her reverie, and lifting her chin, she forced herself to walk.


  “MJ…”


  Still, she didn’t falter, forcing herself to walk past him. But before she could, he had his fingers wrapped around her wrist. He spun her around, and she opened her mouth to tell him to let her go. But he beat her to talking, and the words he told her wrecked her world.


  “I heard what you said last night.”


  MJ almost fell back.


  Oh God, no.


  Helios never took his gaze off hers. “And I don’t give a fuck. Stay with me and torture me if it makes you happy. Just…stay with me. Don’t leave.” His voice broke.


  She squeezed her eyes shut at the torment in Helios’ gaze. It wasn’t right to have someone so strong and proud like Helios begging her like this. “Please,” she said thinly, “please let me go.”


  “Didn’t you hear me?” he growled rawly. “I want you with me, whatever the consequence, no matter what.”


  She tried pulling away, desperate to put some distance between them. “I won’t ever allow that to happen. If you really heard me…” MJ gasped. She had to. She just couldn’t breathe, the pain inside her ballooning to such proportions it was as if she could no longer breathe without hurting.


  “I can’t ever do that to you,” she choked out. “I can’t. I don’t want to.”


  “But I want you to,” he said tightly. “I need you to. Because the alternative is worse. I don’t want to lose you.”


  She shook her head and the tears started to fall. “Please. Just let me go.”


  The hopelessness in her voice chilled and weakened him, but he rallied on, knowing he would fight for her until his dying breath. He had fucking faced a fucking nation of criminals for her. He would not give up now.


  “Tell me,” he urged her tautly. “Just tell me what you want—”


  Even knowing she was being unfair, she cried out, “Ioniko.”


  In a second, her brother was there, pulling her away from Helios.


  Helios went berserk as he found himself surrounded by Ioniko Vlahos’ men, all of them intent on keeping the woman he loved away from her.


  “MJ, no! Don’t leave me!”


  But still, he saw her sobbing as she turned her back at him.


  If she disappeared on him now, he had a feeling he would never see her again.


  Panic ate at him, driving him to his knees.


  “What the fuck do you want me to do?” he shouted. “Do I need to get myself raped just to make us even? Because if that’s what it takes for us to be together again, then it’s what I’ll do.” His chest heaved, his emotions spiraling out of control. “How many men do you want? Five? Ten?”


  MJ shuddered to a stop, crying so hard she could no longer make herself move. His words were so, so vile, but they were words of love, too, and she knew it.


  Behind her, Helios’ voice was hoarse and panicky. “Tell me,” he shouted. “You want it done with a fucking GoPro? Anything. Just…” His voice broke. “Don’t leave me.”


  And when Helios Andreadis crumbled in front of everyone, so did the walls around her heart. Everything just clicked, and it became so wonderfully, painfully clear.


  All this time, she had pushed him away because deep inside, she was afraid he would do it. She had been afraid they would do it to her. That if she allowed herself to believe everyone would still love her…that was when they would turn their backs on her.


  That was when they would realize she could never earn their love.


  And so before that could happen, she had forced everyone to earn her love instead. Katya, Ioniko, and Helios.


  “Please…MJ…what do you need me to do so I can deserve you?”


  With a cry, MJ whirled around and ran to Helios, falling to her knees and pulling him into her arms. He gasped and shuddered in the circle of her embrace. The sound and feel of his relief made her cry harder. Made her hug him harder, too.


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m so, so, sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” She wept harder as she felt him tenderly cupping her face, and when their gazes met and she saw the unconditional love in his eyes, she sobbed, “I’m so sorry.”


  He lifted one shaky hand to push away the wet strands of hair clinging to her tear-ravaged cheeks. “You never have to say sorry to me, brat. As long as you don’t leave me.”


  She shook her head, pressing her lips to his. “Never.”


  His control snapped, and he hauled her tightly to him even as he took her lips in a kiss. “I love you.”


  She wept and laughed, loving the way her heart thrilled at his words. She was going to be all right now. She was really going to be all right. Wrapping her arms tightly around his neck, she kissed him back, whispering, “I love you.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  



  Helios Andreadis, President of the Afxisi, was terrified.


  Normally, he would have a problem admitting that, but today was different. A man should only marry once in his lifetime if he could help it, and Helios knew in his case that would be true. So of course, he reasoned to himself irritably, he would be feeling a little…terrified. Anxious. Nervous as fuck.


  Beside him, Kellion clapped him on the shoulder. “Breathe, President.”


  He inhaled, exhaled, and after that, he said, “Fuck off.”


  Kellion burst into laughter, drawing the attention of the crowd. And it was quite a huge turnout, with the university’s chapel filled to the rafters. More students waited outside, all of them hoping for a glimpse of a couple that was now the stuff of legends and urban myths.


  Helios’ breath caught when he watched two attendants slowly open the doors of the chapel. Somewhere at the side, the famous pianist they had invited to his wedding began to play Stay with Me, a slower version than what was originally performed by Sam Smith.


  After a few moments, Ioniko appeared, holding the hand of Helios’ bride as he guided MJ up the steps. His heart swelled at his first sight of her. Perfect. Sheer bloody perfection, and he could not believe that she was really his.


  She had no veil covering her face, and personally he liked it that way. Her long brown hair flowed freely down her bare back, and her face was a picture of glowing happiness even though her violet eyes showed more than a little apprehension.


  Across the entire length of the chapel, their gazes met. You look gorgeous, he told her silently.


  She grimaced. I just hope I won’t trip on my gown.


  He smirked. Her gown was of white silk, with a corset top and a full twenty-foot train, which her own sister had insisted on. He had agreed wholeheartedly with Katya’s choice since the alternative was MJ’s preference for a short skirt to make sure she didn’t trip.


  Ha!


  Like he would ever let her wear something so skimpy.


  It had been a year since they had survived the worst ordeal of their relationship, and he was sure as hell nothing worse than that would happen. One year, and MJ had slowly found herself again. There were times when she would have a vacant look on her eyes, but he knew how to get around that now, knew how to bring her back to the present and remind MJ that they still had a long, happy future to look forward to.


  By the time Ioniko handed MJ to his care, his bride was crying profusely. “Take care of her, Andreadis,” Ioniko said soberly.


  He nodded. “I will.” He meant it with his life. And he would treat her gently, too. Treat her like she was a piece of fragile jewelry because she was that precious to him.


  But when MJ continued to sniff and sob next to him as they walked to their seats, he heard himself growling, “Stop crying.”


  “I’m trying.” But she only ended up sobbing more loudly anyway.


  “If you don’t stop crying…”


  She looked at him innocently. “Wh-what?”


  He muttered under his breath, “You might have me in fucking tears, too.”


  Her eyes widened.


  He glared at her. “And if that fucking happens, I’ll kill you.”


  But his threat, rather than scaring her, ended up making MJ smile. At least her tears stopped, Helios thought. As they took their seats, he grasped her hand and squeezed it tightly, the tension inside him only easing when she squeezed his hand back. These days, he had a pathological need to know she was really there with him.


  When it was her turn to speak her vows, she stood up, surprising Helios because they had initially agreed that they would not be making any personalized vows. But she had always intended to say this, as a way of thanking him for loving her during her darkest days.


  She looked at him, and his sheer gorgeousness took her breath away, as always. His hair had grown a little longer now, enough for him to have to tie it back halfway, making him look sexy and rakish. Combined with his wonderful black and white suit, and he looked like a cross between James Bond and a pirate, guaranteed to make every eligible girl in the church swoon.


  Taking a deep shaky breath, she said, “When I first met Helios Andreadis, I thought he wasn’t human. It wasn’t because he was the grouchiest person ever…”


  Laughter from the crowd made her pause and smile, but she hurriedly continued when she saw Helios’ glare. “It wasn’t that, really. It was because…he took my breath away with his courage, his strength, his compassion. He’s not…” She closed her eyes, remembering the time Helios had saved Rick from the men who had abducted him.


  “He’s not the type to back down from a fight, to stop fighting for the people he loves…” She remembered the time he had allowed himself to be beaten up just to prove to her that he could be normal for MJ. “And just as easily, he would allow himself to be defeated if it’s what it takes to protect the ones he loves.”


  Wiping her eyes, she said, “It was because of these things that I fell in love with him and did everything I could to get into this school. I wanted to see him, be a part of his life, and maybe if I was lucky, maybe I might even get him to fall in love with me.”


  “You mean seduce him,” Kellion coughed not so subtly from the front row.


  MJ turned red, but Helios only smirked.


  “I was so excited when I was about to meet him the first time here in school. I had so many things I wanted to say but when the moment finally came…” She smiled sheepishly at Helios. “I ended up making him mad because I was talking to him like this. Do. You. Understand. What. I’m. Saying?”


  Helios scowled, which only made the crowd roar with laughter.


  “In my defense, it wasn’t like I wanted to make him feel stupid. I just thought he might not be so fluent in English.”


  Helios slowly ran a finger across his throat.


  She gulped. “Anyway, my time as a volunteer at Afxisi was made special because I got to wake him up most days. The times he was not alone, I’d rather not remember.” This time, her eyes bored through his while color stained his cheeks.


  “I got to see sides of him that not everyone gets to see and all of it, the good and the bad, it just made me love him more.” She smiled at Helios, mouthing I love you. Tears stung her eyes as he mouthed the words back. The old Helios would have never done this for her, but ever since she had been taken away, it was as if Helios was determined to make her feel loved and cherished every second of her life, never mind if it meant having his pride dented once in a while.


  But today, it was her turn to give back.


  “Helios is the most magnificent man on earth. And in hindsight, I would never have known how much he loved me, I would never have been able to comprehend how much he loved me if not for the time...I was taken away.”


  Silence descended on the crowd as her words sunk in.


  Helios froze in his seat. While he had no problems hiding what had happened, he had never opened up about it, not wanting to cause MJ more distress. “MJ…”


  She shook her head. “It’s okay. I got this.” And the smile she gave him was 100% the old MJ, the one who always worked hard to look for silver linings in every cloud.


  “I used to ask God why did He let that happen to me. Why me? What did I do so horribly wrong that I had to go through that? But with every day that Helios made me feel loved, made me feel like the most important person in his life, I eventually understood that…maybe, maybe if that never happened, more women would have suffered the same fate, or maybe something worse if Helios hadn’t come to save me and put a stop to the entire operation. But more than that…if it didn’t happen, I might never have learned to love him as much as I love him now.”


  Wiping the tears from her eyes, she continued tremulously, “If that didn’t happen, I would never have known how much Helios mattered to me, never would have allowed myself to love freely and open myself completely to the risk of being hurt. But because that happened…I can be the kind of woman who can give herself completely to the man I’ll marry. I can look straight into his eyes…”


  She raised her gaze to Helios.


  “And tell him,” she choked out, “that I really do love him with everything inside me and everything I can be. I will love him until my dying breath, and if it means dying now to make his life longer by just a second, I would do it. Because my every breath belongs to him. Because Helios Andreadis is my life, and I will never forget that—”


  Helios had her in his arms before she broke down completely, and his lips caught hers before she could say another word. He was humbled beyond imagination at what she had revealed, knowing it was true. She was no longer looking at what happened to her with regret because for her, every second of it had been worth the lesson of learning to love freely.


  “I love you,” he said fiercely against her lips. And he would love her forever.


  Ten minutes later, and the priest was finally forced to stand up and go to the kissing couple. He tapped the groom’s shoulder. “The ceremony isn’t over yet, Mr. Andreadis.”


  ****


  When Helios came out of the en-suite bathroom of his yacht’s master bedroom, he found his wife at the balcony, dressed in a silk nightgown with its matching robe. The look on her face made him cross the room swiftly, and wrapping his arms around her waist, he pulled her back, making her lean against his chest.


  When their eyes met, he told her calmly, “You look like shit.”


  The vacant look in her eyes disappeared. “I do not!”


  He laughed, and after a second, she made a face, realizing he had pulled one over her again. It was his way, she had long ago realized, of making her stop thinking about memories that were best left forgotten.


  Feeling his lips trail down her skin, she arched her neck to give him better access. “I love you, Mr. Andreadis,” she whispered shyly.


  He stopped kissing her, raising his head to look at her with a knowing smile. “You’re just calling me that so I can call you Mrs. Andreadis, aren’t you?”


  Her answering smile was sheepish. “Kinda?”


  Laughing, he spun her around to face him and as he kissed her, he murmured against her lips, “I love you, too, Mrs. Andreadis.” Lifting her up in his arms, he carried her back to the bedroom, figuring it would serve to meet the tradition of carrying his bride over the threshold.


  Laying MJ gently on the bed, he asked her solemnly, “You’re sure about this?” Unknown to everyone, he and MJ had not made love since her abduction, Helios allowing her time and space to heal and make the most important decision about her body.


  It had killed him to hear her speak about what she had gone through when she narrated her ordeal to their therapist. If he had the chance to kill everyone in that fucking warehouse again, he would have given up his entire fortune to seize that opportunity. Dying once was just not enough for what Manolito Chavez had forced MJ to undergo.


  Looking down at MJ, he swore to himself that he would wait for as long as it took for MJ to trust him with her body. When she opened her mouth to speak, he readied himself for rejection, but instead all she said was, “I can’t believe you’re going to take my virginity again.”


  A ragged laugh escaped him. “Did you really just say that, brat?”


  She nodded, a half-shy, half-teasing smile on her face. “But I really mean it. I’m just stunned, that…we’ll have something this special for us to celebrate again. Because if it were up to me, I’d never have done something like that. But it happened and now…” She tenderly placed a hand on one smoothly shaven cheek. “I think it’s all predestined, don’t you think?”


  “Whatever you say, brat.” He lowered himself to her, careful not to crush her body under his. “All I know is that I’m lucky to have you in my life.”


  She wrapped her silken limbs around his neck. “Me, too, President,” she whispered. “Me, too.”


  He growled, “Stop calling me that.”


  She giggled. “I think it’s sexy now.”


  “I don’t. It makes me think you’re screaming for Obama when I fuck you.”


  She gasped. “Whyyyyyyyy…” She beat his chest. “Oh my God, why do you have to say something like that? Now I can never call you President in bed or I’ll always think that.”


  He smirked. “That’s exactly my plan.” Before she could complain about his underhandedness, he started kissing her, and MJ’s protests turned into whimpers.


  She savored every kiss and caress, loving the fact that there wasn’t a single second she felt like shrinking away from Helios’ touch. The past was really gone and buried, leaving her with only the most promising days in Helios’ arms to look forward to.


  She sighed and whimpered as Helios started sucking her breasts, gently at first, but when she tugged his hair, reminding him that she was no fragile doll, he started sucking hard. And when he bit her nipples, she cried out, her body arching towards his because she wanted more. So, so much more.


  MJ twisted and writhed under Helios as he kissed his way further down, pausing right on top of her folds to tease her. She tried pushing him down, her inhibitions disappearing at the strength of her desire for him, but he resisted, even raising his head to smirk at her.


  “Please,” she begged him.


  “In time,” he promised, his voice rough with need.


  He teased her folds with light drifting touches from his fingers, teasing it over and over until she was sobbing and soaking wet. And just when she thought she couldn’t take it anymore, his mouth was suddenly there, sucking on her clit the same time he pushed two fingers inside her. His thrusts were gentle and firm at the same time, working to make her inner muscles relax.


  Her nails dug into his shoulders. “Please,” she whispered. “Please, take me now.”


  Her plea was said in such a sexy whisper it was impossible for him to ignore, and with a growl Helios lifted himself up. Pushing her legs apart, he slid one hand under her, readying her to take him all in. “This is likely to hurt again,” he warned her.


  “I know. But I’m just so glad…it’s you again.”


  “Me, too, brat.” He pressed a kiss on her forehead. “I love you.”


  “I love you—” She gasped, realizing Helios had distracted her so that he could slide his cock into her fully without her being tense about it. Inside her, she felt something break, again, and she closed her eyes, tears slipping down her face.


  For her, what happened was God’s miracle, allowing her to experience the beauty of losing her virginity to Helios again. But unlike before, this time they both knew they loved each other.


  She tightened her hold around his neck. “Take me.”


  His lips covering hers, Helios proceeded to do what she wanted, what they both wanted. He took her as his, completely his, his every thrust remembering every cell of her body who it belonged to. Soon, his thrusts became just a little bit wilder, just a little bit faster and rougher. He tried to slow himself down, tried to be gentle, but God, it had been so fucking long—


  Her nails dug into his buttocks. “More,” MJ demanded.


  His control snapped. His thrusts became frenzied, heightened by his need and love for her. I love you. I want you. I need you. His every thrust pounded the truth of his feelings into her, and he shuddered when MJ’s body welcomed him with beautiful warmth, her inner muscles tightening around his cock so deliciously it had his eyes rolling back.


  “Let’s come together, sweetheart,” he invited her.


  Her eyes were hazy with desire, her lips parting as she answered him with a helpless whimper.


  Helios reached for between her bodies to rub her clit hard.


  She came apart with a scream, and as her entire body shuddered, she heard Helios come with a growl over her, his thrusts becoming more rapid as he filled her with his seed. She wrapped her legs tightly around his waist, wanting all of it. If they were lucky, maybe, just maybe they would have created something special tonight.


  ****


  That night, she dreamt about Panic.


  It had been a long time since she had seen the monstrous little girl, and even though MJ told herself that Panic wasn’t real, that Panic was just a figment from the nightmarish past, she couldn’t help tensing as Panic skipped and hopped towards her, looking crazier and more terrifying the closer she got.


  When Panic was just half a foot away, MJ’s eyes involuntarily closed.


  But instead of Panic’s deafening titters, she heard…nothing.


  Her eyes slowly opened.


  And she gasped…and after a while, she started to laugh.


  Helios was beating the shit out of Panic, kicking her until the monstrous little girl was pounded into ashes.


  “MJ?” Helios tried not to sound too worried as he shook his wife awake. “You’re having a bad dream.”


  Gradually, MJ found herself falling back into consciousness. Her eyes drifted open, and she saw Helios looking down at her, a grave look on his face.


  “You had a bad dream,” he repeated.


  She shook her head drowsily. “No. It was a good dream,” she mumbled, closing her eyes. “You were beating up a little girl.”


  Silence.


  Oh. Wait. That didn’t come out right, did it? She opened her eyes again and saw Helios gaping at her.


  “I’m beating up a little girl…and it’s a good dream?”


  “It’s not like that,” she said quickly. “It’s because there’s this girl, I call her Panic…” She stopped when she realized she was only making herself sound like a lunatic. “It’s a good dream, really,” MJ said lamely. “I promise.”


  Helios shook his head. “I don’t know. I think this may be an effect of our lovemaking. I think it’s too soon.”


  Too soon? What the—


  They had been celibate for a year. They had made love just once last night, and now they might have to be celibate again?


  She shook her head profusely. “No, no, no, it’s not too soon.”


  “I’m just not sure, baby. You know I love you—”


  “And I love you,” she said quickly.


  “So I don’t want to do anything to frighten you. Maybe seeing my cock—”


  “I love your cock!”


  Silence.


  And then she saw Helios’ shoulders start to rock.


  MJ gasped. “Oh my God, you were totally pulling my leg again, weren’t you?”


  Smart enough not to give her an answer, a still-laughing Helios chose to kiss MJ and make love to her one more time. As he covered her lips with his, he thanked God in his mind that MJ was really back. Perhaps she was wiser beyond her years now, but it didn’t matter as long as she was the same innocent MJ he could always tease.


  Chapter Sixteen


  



  Kellion Argyros was leaving the wedding reception to find himself a girl to fuck for the night when he stumbled upon something extremely interesting. Through the partially open door of the kitchen, he saw a girl squatting down halfway and clasping her arms over her shoulders.


  A moment later, the guy she was talking to crowed triumphantly, “Heavy! You’re saying it’s too heavy for you to carry on your own, so you’d like me to help you with the crates?”


  The girl nodded, smiling.


  The guy gave her a thumbs up. “Sure, no problem. I’ll pack these up while you wait for Bobby to come back with the payment.”


  She gave him a thumbs up of her own.


  When the guy left, Kellion entered the kitchen and tapped the girl on the shoulder. She whirled around immediately, and his first look of her was everything he had imagined her to be. Blond, beautiful, and big-chested – she was his ideal woman all right, and fortunately for her, they wouldn’t have any trouble communicating with each other. Unlike the asshat she had been talking to earlier, he knew how to fucking sign since it was one of the consequences he had to pay when he lost a bet to Leandro Christopoulos’ manipulative fiancée.


  He signed swiftly, wanting to impress her with his speed and knowledge.


  But she only looked at him.


  Fuck. Maybe he got a few words wrong?


  He signed to her again, but still she gave him that look.


  Behind her, the door to the kitchen opened and Bobby poked her head in. “Aria?”


  The girl turned around.


  Bobby waved the check before placing it on the steel countertop next to the door. “Thanks for all the hard work for tonight. MJ wanted me to tell you that she loved everything you prepared! I have to go, there’s some fiasco with the wedding cake and I promised MJ I won’t let it anything happen to it.” Bobby paused, her gaze going to Kellion. “Umm, what are you doing here? Oh, never mind. I really have to go. Don’t flirt with her, Kellion!”


  Aria was still looking at Bobby’s departing back when behind her she heard the man say, “Well, fuck. You’re not deaf, are you?”


  She wished she could just go, but she forced herself to turn around again.


  Kellion found himself the recipient of the most serious look he had ever been subjected to in his whole life.


  Finally, in a voice so scratchy it was as if she had not spoken in years, the girl said, “No.” And then she was hurrying away, snatching the check from the counter and leaving him without looking back.


  Well, fuck, Kellion thought again. Did his heart just skip a beat at being ignored?


  



  



  THE END
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  His name is Kellion. Beautiful. Wicked. Dashing.Alive. That’s what attracted me the most about him – that he’s so full of life, it makes me feel like I’m not dead inside.


  

  I thought he was just like all the other bikers of the Afxisi, America’s most popular and exclusive underground racing club. Someone too rich, too gorgeous for his own good, someone too full of himself to be human.

  But then I saw a secret side of him. Realized that he had just been pretending all along. Realized that he needed me, and that broken part of him drew me in, like a moth to a flame.

  Now, I want to be the one to make him smile. Really smile, and not like all those fake smiles he used to make the girls around him fall in love.

  I want to make him think of me, just me. I want to belong to him, just him. But most of all, I want him to know I love him. Not the biker, not the billionaire’s son, not the hot guy. But him.Kellion.

  Even if his smile tells me he’ll end up tearing me apart, I need him to know he’s not alone. I’m his to love or destroy. Whatever he wants – I’m his.


  Kellion: An Excerpt


  



  Before leaving for class, I peeked through my door’s peephole and saw…no one. The hallway was empty.


  Yay!


  The word sounded forced even to my own ears, but I told myself it was only because I was so used to being stalked. This was just another form of Stockholm syndrome, I told myself.


  So Kellion Argyros had been walking me to school every single day of the entire week. It wasn’t like I had wanted it. Actually, the biker had been the one to force his company on me, not the other way around.


  If he never showed up again—


  I faltered in my footsteps.


  Weird. My chest felt so tight. I glanced down at my blouse. Maybe it had started to shrink? Or maybe I had gotten even curvier?


  Rounding the corner to reach the stairs, I was about to take the first step down when I realized someone was blocking my way.


  “Good morning, terataki.”


  “Aaaaaaah!” Shock at seeing Kellion Argyros had me losing my balance, and his hard arms wrapped around me as I stumbled against his strong, powerful form.


  His body vibrated with laughter against me even as his hands spanned my waist. “You’re throwing yourself at me now?” he teased in a low whisper. “You missed me that much, eh?” Normally, Kellion spoke like any ordinary American guy but when he was with me, his Greek accent seemed to thicken, like he knew how I found it so secretly thrilling.


  Red-faced at his words, I pulled away. Pulling out my board from my jumper’s pocket, I wrote. Go away.


  But he only laughed and, covering my hand, he made me put my board back into my pocket. “You can just look at me, terataki, and I’ll know what you want to say.”


  Weeeeeeird. My chest always felt tight around him. Maybe this was a posthumous symptom of my trauma.


  Kellion was pulling my hand, and I knew by now there was no force on Earth that would make him let me go. He was supposed to be one of the most easygoing members of the Afxisi, so why was he so darn stubborn with me?


  We were still playing tug of war by the time we left my dorm. Everyone still stared at us, but because he – we – had been doing this for days, they were no longer shocked. Now, they were just…puzzled.


  What was Afxisi’s VP doing with a sick person like me?


  Honestly, I wish I knew the answer to that, too.


  Kellion was quiet as he dragged me to school. I would never admit it to anyone, but his silence was refreshing. He was one of the few people who really got me. Just because I couldn’t – didn’t – speak didn’t mean they had to fill the silence for me.


  “I can feel your pretty eyes on me.” Kellion didn’t look at me as he spoke, but I could see the way a grin was tugging at his beautiful thin lips as he did.


  Embarrassment flooded my cheeks with color, and I tried tugging away from him harder.


  Kellion looked at me with a shake of his head. “It was not a complaint. You do know that, don’t you?”


  Tingle, tingle. I hated the way he made my body feel so alive with just a few words. I felt so stupid around him. Those were all just lines, darn it. Why couldn’t I get my body to understand those were all just empty words to get me in his bed?


  When we reached my building, I forced us to a halt by digging my feet.


  Kellion stopped as well, reluctantly. “You don’t want me to go up with you?”


  My eyes bored through him.


  He gave me a hurt look. “You’re embarrassed of me?”


  I nodded profusely.


  Kellion laughed. “Too bad for you, I know you’re lying.” His grip loosened but before I could pull away, he brought my hand to his mouth and pressed a wet, warm kiss against my palm.


  Aaaaargh!


  He had done it again.


  He always, always, always managed to take me by surprise with that.


  Kellion released my hand, and I quickly rubbed my palm against the denim of my jumper, wanting to get rid of the feel of his touch. Over my head, I heard Kellion chuckle, the sound low and seductive.


  Tingle, tingle, tingle – so many of them it was impossible to count, but I told myself it was because he grossed me out and not for any other reason.


  “See you later?”


  I shook my head without looking up at him.


  “See you later or it’s not your hand I’ll kiss the next time.”


  I quickly looked up at him and nodded firmly. See you later.


  His lips twitched. “That’s my girl.”


  And then he was walking away, like a beautiful elusive dream that I could only have at certain times – but never forever.
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