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Dear reader,
I trust you to know your edges. The Never Not Broken honours survival and resilience in the aftermath of trauma - physical and psychological. Even though the prologue is from a close third-person point of view, the rest of the book is told through the eyes of the protagonists. Some moments may feel close to the bone. This book ends on a cliffhanger, so be gentle with your dark, romantic heart as you read.
And I promise, the HEA will be yours in book two.
On symbolism: The Goddesses and Gods referenced are psychological anchors for the characters. I acknowledge their vast and sacred histories and the deep respect they are due.
Love,
Gauri.
PRONOUNCIATION GUIDE
	Agni (Ug-knee)

	Kartikeya (KAR-thi-kay-ya)


	Aidos (Aedos)

	Ma’at (Mah-aht)


	Akhilandeshvari
(Uh-Khil-Aan-Daesh-Varri)

	Naoise - Ny-sha


	Anat (Un-uth)

	Nehalennia (Neh-hah-len-ee-ah).


	Aphrodite (AF-rə-DYE-tee)

	Nirrti (NEER-tee)


	Benzaiten (BEN-zai-ten)

	Ogun (OH-goon)


	Bhairava (BHYE-rah-vah)

	Oshun (Oh-shoon).


	Chione (Khione)

	Pratyangira Devi
(Prut-yan-gee-rah Day-vee)


	Clotho (Clo-thow)

	Persephone (Per-sef-ony).


	Coyolxauhqui
(koy-all-SHAU-kee)

	Saraswati (Sa-rus-wuth-thi)


	Dionysus (die-ON-uh-sus)

	Sekhmet (Sek-Khem-Met)


	Ereshkigal (eh-RESH-kee-gahl)

	Selene (Sih-LEE-nee).


	Eris (Air-iss).

	Skadi (SKAHD- EE)


	Eulabeia (You-laa-bey-ah)

	Skuld (Skōōld)


	Frigga (Frig-ga)

	Tezcatlipoca (Tez-ca-tlee-PO-ca).


	Jyeshtha (Jay-sh-tha)

	Tripura Sundari
(Tree-por-aa Soon-da-ree)


	Kakia - (kah-KEE-ah)

	Vidarr (Wiːðɑrː)



Prologue
Present Day - Whistler, Canada.




She taught me what I needed but never wanted.
She spoke of goddesses and gods. That we could seek whichever fit our journey.
That we were goddesses.
Excerpt from the diary of the misused.


The first time Liam considered killing for love, it wasn’t his enemy on the other end of the blade.
It was his brother.
Life was never simple for him after her. Never still. He told himself he was fine. Climbed mountains at dawn with Bear, ran himself ragged through the snow, tried meditation apps he didn’t open twice, and buried himself in ledgers until the numbers blurred. None of it ever touched the fog.
Peace was reserved for the good, not the grey.
He built the Whistler hacienda around that truth. Terracotta rooflines, cedar beams, and a courtyard for children’s laughter that never came. If you stood in the sun-drenched rooms at dusk, the coziness of the cavernous home washed over you. The clink of plates, crayons rolling on a table. Messy pancake dinners, stovetop chai, and off-key humming.
He silently chanted her name into the fabric of the house, but never said it out loud. Every stone was mortared with the scent of her skin, the fire in her eyes, the way she set him alight and left him burning.
All he ever wanted was her. Instead, he had to suffer the human succubus of a fiancée, to whom he was noosed.
Tonight, the house had been dressed for war. The champagne was chilled; the staff were rehearsed, and security was doubled. Moments before the first glass was poured, she came.
Aliza Almas - the noose.
Olive-skinned and strawberry-blond, she commanded the Arab world without effort. Princes tripped over themselves with gilded offers for even the hint of a marriage. She arrived dripping in diamonds and doused with oud sharp enough to command a room of its own. Her brick-walled bodyguard trailed behind her, like a shadow in an immaculate suit. Bear, Liam’s bodyguard and best friend, was already waiting in the narrow of the foyer, a wall of quiet muscle.
“He’ll see you in here,” he said in his menacing, gravel tone.
Aliza smiled as if she owned the marble underfoot and spoke like Bear didn’t exist.
“I came to deliver a reminder. Not to suffocate in this mausoleum of bad taste. Tear it down, Liam. I will not set foot in a home that parades itself as a hacienda but reeks of slum aesthetics. Favela’s should pass for décor to Bear. I hear he has grown fond of slum shanties that house single mothers.” We held our collective breaths because the sound of Bear’s muscles stacking was too loud.
“The Iranian Belugas must arrive tomorrow. Fresh. Your provincial staff tried to serve Almas caviar at cellar temperature last month. Unacceptable.” Aliza waved her hand around dismissively and set her gold clutch on the table.
Liam’s jaw tightened.
“A worker died on that run. His widow filed with the International Labour Organization this morning. Should I bring her here so you can explain your palate?”
Aliza blinked, scowling with boredom.
“Men die every day. At least mine die for something exquisite.”
Her entitlement cut through the air.
“Thin ice, Aliza,” Bear said. His arms folded, solid as the stone beneath us.
“Thin ice,” Aliza purred, “is for people who weren’t born to walk on it.”
Liam stepped toward the balustrade. Beyond the glass, the mountains sank into bruised shadows. The infinity pool spilling toward the cliff. He gripped the railing like it were the only thing keeping him upright. Sometimes I thought he wanted to step over it, into the fog below, and never climb back. He never did. Duty rooted him there. As did whispers from the walls.
She closed the distance to Liam on the clatter of her heels, raking her nail across his jaw. Testing how much flesh she could peel before he flinched.
“My father expects a flawless dinner in Dubai next week. You’ll attend. With me.”
“I will not attend anything with you,” Liam said flatly.
She smiled and licked the corner of his mouth. A serpent tasting for weakness before it struck. She wouldn’t find any.
“C’mon, pet, if we’re to fill this house with heirs, we need to make sure your past life with the commoner hasn’t left you compromised.” Aliza bit Liam’s lower lip into her mouth while he stood stoic, with his hands firmly in his pockets. Refusing to bend his six-foot, three-inch frame down to her.
“Power is the only love that keeps its promises, and I will always have more than she ever did.” She released Liam and pivoted with her bodyguard trailing. Oud leaving her phantom behind.
When the doors closed behind her, the house seemed to exhale. Liam did not.
“She’s acid,” he muttered. “Slow drip. Under my skin.”
“I know,” Bear said. His voice sounded older than the mountains around him.
I remembered the dinner a week ago. No lawyers. No staff. Just family… whatever that word still meant, and Bear standing guard at the edge of the room.
The olive wood table glowed like honey under the chandeliers. Naoise, Liam’s mother, folded her hands delicately against her teacup. She always knew when to play gentle and how to look like a cathedral of maternal warmth.
“Liam,” she said, smiling just at his shoulder. “You look exhausted, my son. I wish you would sleep more.”
He smiled back at her kind eyes because he always did.
“I will.”
“Try my tea,” she said. “Lemon verbena. It’s your favourite.”
“It became my favourite because you told me it was,” he teased. She laughed, and even Bear, standing stone-still in the corner, tilted his head as if he believed in the charade of a happy family.
“We’ve confirmed financing on the first tranche,” she said. “But the syndicate requires clearer optics on the Almas partnership.”
“They want the wedding date announced?” the other one asked.
“They want assurance, since it hasn’t taken place yet,” Naoise corrected.
“Assurance?” Liam questioned, as if the word itself could unravel the omnishambles of his life.
“We sometimes need to stabilize an ecosystem we didn’t create,” one of us was trying to reason with him.
“Stabilizing rot only preserves the smell,” Liam snapped, quiet irritation curling in every syllable.
Naoise’s hand landed over his. Small, warm, devastating. “Sometimes, darling, tiny compromises make room so everyone we love can breathe.”
His eyes softened, like they always did when she touched him. “And the men who died diving for caviar? Suffocating on their own blood, because their bodies imploded on themselves during an unsanctioned and hazardous expedition… Do their families get to breathe?”
“Oh, Liam,” she said, with the softness of a lullaby. “We will fund scholarships. We will create a safety trust. You will make the industry better from the inside. Outside, you are just a critic. Inside, you are the change.”
He wanted to believe her so badly that it hurt to watch.
“If we announce,” he said, “we set the seal.”
“We set stability,” Naoise said. “Ports open. Crews get paid. Lawsuits slowed long enough to sort truth from noise.”
“And in exchange?” Liam pressed.
Naoise’s smile was flawless. “My darling boy, you will soon know that it’s the little things that keep a woman happy. Let your fiancée have her caviar. It’s a small price to pay for happiness. Look at how happy Nivaely and Verushka are. Your children, your sister’s children, and generations of grandchildren will want for nothing. Your father is possibly beaming. Your one choice to make that smart, beautiful woman your future wife has given this family so much peace, and dare I say, excitement for the future. Indulge your young fiancée. Don’t take everything away from us over a small thing like caviar, darling. Please.”
That was her trick, making you complicit in the word small.
Bear shifted at the wall, his silence heavier than any of ours. The lemon verbena seeped between them, filling the air with the scent of mercy.
Back at the hacienda, Liam stood, suited, booted, and fantastically primed to lord over the minions of his life. Beneath the arcade after Aliza had gone, his hand still white-knuckled against the railing. The house glowed around him, terracotta and cedar singing.
He thought that at thirty-four, he was already broken. He had no idea what breaking really looked like.
Not yet.
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Persephone embodies duality. Innocence stolen, a descent into darkness and rebirth. - The diary of the misused.


Fuck the love. Lies were the only truth I knew.
My brain wasn’t sure it was him. It wanted doubt. But the rest of my body knew. Five years apart, and still, one glimpse locked my lungs.
Goosebumps chased each other down my arms. White flame licking through bone. My breath lost its rhythm. Too shallow and too fast, until sensation eclipsed my thoughts. 
I was drowning in a memory of being chased with predatory precision and claimed. 
I shouldn’t have entered the private gallery of his new hacienda. Shouldn’t have wandered past velvet ropes into the dark, intimate hush of this annex.
“Oh! holy fuck.” I whispered a bitter prayer to whatever goddess was compassionate enough to hand out small mercies.
I shouldn’t have laid eyes on these marble statues.
They were beautiful atrocities. Intricate pieces carved out of memory and obsession. Lips on nipples, a face buried between thighs. Abstract. But I knew that body. Mine.
The sanctity of our past was displayed for anyone bold enough to wander. The only solace came from knowing the sculptures had no identifying marks or faces. Just shapes and hunger. 
If Bruno, Max, or my colleagues ever saw this space… Max would love it, but Bruno and my colleagues? Let’s just say none of these options ended well for me.
And then I felt eyes burning through the dim hallway. 
Run.
The low light flooding the alcoves in the far right corner showed me a pathway, and I bolted. 
I shouldn’t be here. I needed noise, and witnesses, and bodies between us. I had to be among roving eyes that could curtail the actions of the beast in the corridor. 
Faster!
My heels clicked like gunfire. Louder as I willed my limbs to take flight. The stretch was too long; every echoing step announced me. 
His footfalls were getting closer, taunting me with their unhurried pace.
Run, Riya!
If he caught up to me, if he touched…
No! Stop, Riya! Face him.
I had become someone else. I couldn’t run.
Call for Bear. He’s close. He’s always close. 
I had to turn, face him, prove I wasn’t the girl who once melted. I was sharper now and harder to pin. 
And if I failed, Bear never would.
I forced myself to slow, spin, and face him like I had control over what he did to my pulse. But I was too exposed beneath his gaze.
He backed me into the shadow of the alcove without ever touching me. Steering me with nothing but his eyes and the deliberate cadence of his steps. 
The corridor narrowed until it was only him. Even with his hands buried in his pockets, his presence became an altar, and I was the offering he refused to let go. Time thickened as he lowered his forehead to mine, close enough that every breath he took brushed my mouth.
This was happening too fast. 
My back hit the wall, and his body followed, still not touching, not quite. Just enough that every nerve in me screamed. 
Anguish, want, and something softer that hurt worse lived in his eyes.
I had promised myself I would never let that look undo me again. Had buried any thought that what we lost had left a mark on him, too. Pretended that it was no longer my concern.
I couldn’t pretend anymore.
He filled the narrow space with his tall, sinewy, inescapable body. Six feet and three inches of restraint and dangerous stillness. His shoulders crowded the air, chest rose slow and deep, as if he were holding himself in place by force alone. And just like every beautiful memory we made, light caught in the sharp line of his jaw and in the shadow of his beard. 
His hair still didn’t lie flat, rebelling against the products he mussed into it. And his eyes, God, that impossible malachite green, bright and mineral and unyielding. The colour of a tempest trapped in stone, fixed on me like I were the only thing left in the world.
His arm lifted, bracing against the wall beside my head.
Bringing him close enough that I could feel the heat and the weight of everything unsaid pressing into my skin. My pupils burned wide as my breath tangled with his. My lips tilted up without my permission, betraying me in a thousand tiny ways. Chest rising and falling too fast, arching me closer with every exhale. A quiet, traitorous sound slipped from my throat before I could stop it, and I hated how his gaze sharpened to it.
Memories surged again without warning. The intertwined sculptures of hunger and bliss, the way his hands and mouth felt on my skin. The way he shared a silent language with my body, capable of prolonging my pleasure to the brink without tipping me over.
He could read the spike in my pulse with that language. Track the heat pooling low and insistent between my thighs. I clenched them together, fighting the wetness and the way I leaned toward him, desperate, stupid, and aching. I wanted to cross the line. Wanted to give in to the gravity.
I couldn’t. Wouldn’t.
He saw my struggle, even as my will held firm, and then sank to one knee in front of me. Drawing a pocket square from his tux and sliding it beneath the hem of my dress. Careful never to let his fingers touch my skin or linger where they shouldn’t.
He wiped the soft silk upwards from where my knee shook, to where the evidence of what I felt dripped out of me. 
There were no mistakes in his touch. No near misses, and no slips of the material. 
Just care. The gentleness was torture.
He folded the square, tucked it back into his jacket, and then stepped away.
I pushed past him on unsteady legs and broke into a fast walk before I trusted myself to look back. 
Reality slammed into me as the music and voices of the party crept back into my ears. Tonight was supposed to be chess. Careful moves, strategy, and patience. Instead, I almost flipped the board and let him use me as a pawn.
God, Riya. You had one job tonight. Show up with Bruno and act professional. Instead, you’re thinking of starring in your own porno!
Purpose. Bruno and I had a purpose here. Not this. Not him.
Bruno agreed to come tonight to measure dicks. It was a decision that I understood. My excuse would have been more compelling if I hadn’t just become a cautionary tale
I ran down the rest of the hallway until I slammed into a brick wall. 
Six feet of Canadian military muscle and disappointment. 
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We invoke Goddess Saraswati when we seek the power of speech. - The diary of the misused.


That brick wall was Bear.
Not metaphorical. Literal. All dense muscle and scarred steadiness, planted in my path like the goddesses had finally decided enough was enough.
His broad shoulders held a permanent combat posture, even in his tailored tux. Bear looked like he’d walk into a burning building without breaking a stride and carry out everyone who mattered.
His eyes were hard and sharp on me. Full of that familiar disappointment which hurt more than his anger ever could.
I took a second to gather myself, raised my eyes to his disapproving ones, kissed his cheek anyway, and walked away from the sting of his judgment.
His jaw tightened, but he didn’t stop me. Didn’t move. Just watched as I slid past him and kept walking, pretending my pulse wasn’t still sprinting, and my legs weren’t shaking.
There was a quiet corner right around the bend, which I claimed for myself. An understated mirror framed in carved wood waited there, and I stepped into its reflection, gripping the console until the room stopped tilting.
My breath rattled like I’d just run miles and not walked thirty feet. I barely recognized myself. My dark hair was now loose around my shoulders. Loose strands fell from the neat up-do I began the evening with. My skin was warm and flushed, my light brown eyes were too bright, and my pupils were still wide. My dress clung in all the right places, but the blood-red wisps were wrinkled from fingers and walls and general stupidity.
I smoothed the fabric over my hips, straightened my spine, and lifted my chin. Repeating my mantra for the day.
You are here. You are safe. You are in control.
I didn’t believe it. Not yet.
Behind me, Bear’s lethal voice rolled down the hall.
“She walked out of the restricted area, kissed me on the cheek, and disappeared without a word. All I could smell on her was that disgusting cologne you wear. If what I saw in her eyes was pain, I swear to God, Liam. Even the fucking dogs won’t be able to find the pieces I will butcher you into.” My fingers curled tighter around the edge of the table. Great, now Bear knew that I still had no restraint.
“I’ll let Tom know you think his cologne is disgusting… It was pain, Bear,” Liam said, his tone stripped momentarily of his usual baritone polish. “But for once, I didn’t cause it.”
‘You better not have, you fuckin’ idiot. I love that kid too much.”
My throat tightened.
To Bear, I was always “Kid.” He never recalibrated to the fact that I wasn’t ten anymore. Wasn’t the loud little firecracker who used to steal the fries from his plate and tell him they were mine to begin with. To him, I was still someone worth shielding, even when I didn't ask for it. Especially then.
Mum and I were never impressed with his status as manager and co-owner of one of the busiest and fanciest Senos family restaurants. We were the opinionated mother and daughter duo who challenged him over the authenticity of his apple pie recipe and timed him for late deliveries. He liked us immediately, and I adored him on sight. Whereas Mum… she may have laughed at him a few times in a way that I now understand stays with men.
By the time he became Liam’s personal bodyguard, he was already woven into our lives and watching out for us in ways that no one ever acknowledged.
I straightened my shoulders and turned back to the party.
For the rest of the night, I skirted Liam’s gaze. Content to track him from the corner of my eye while mouthing along to talk of contract breaches and fractured refugee efforts. Humouring the posturing of men who thought they ran the world and believed proximity to power meant they owned it.
The fortress I built from discipline, tears, and stubborn survival wavered. I’d clawed back to a career that glittered hard enough to blind. It was supposed to be the glow that saved me. I hated that the armour cracked the moment he walked into the room.
They told me Liam had turned. Become entitled and careless. A man whose morality bent with convenience. But when I looked, I didn’t see the villain I had been warned about. I saw grace, rougher than it once was, and a kindness that was still anchored deep. Pressed under strain, but unbroken.
My boss, Michael Oldwell, the sagging, tone-deaf managing partner of Oldwell, McDougall and Craft, was both kingpin and kingmaker in the courtrooms of global affairs. Where other firms played lieutenants, his ruled. His place as legal counsel for Odessa Almas Shipping in the ILO debacle was secured, deserved or not. He was a man of too many words, though. Well-earned, but unfortunate for every woman who had to endure them. When he spewed his filth, it wasn’t Liam’s moral convenience that answered. It was conviction. Measured and unshakable. His words cut the same steady fire that used to argue with me until three in the morning about what responsibility really meant.
Oldwell regaled Liam with the most degenerate of his arsenal.
“Liam, my boy, guess what? A recent survey has found one in three women is just as stupid as the other two.”
“That’s one of your worst, Michael!”
Liam’s face stayed straight. I doubt it would have, had Oldwell crossed into the racist part of his repertoire. Neither he nor Bear would have let him finish.
I dreaded the next part of the night. The formal introductions. The moment guaranteed to steamroll into the shit show waiting just ahead. Oldwell launched into them with all the pomp he thought Liam expected.
He paraded the suits with smiles and polite dominance. Senior attorneys spoke like they were already billing for the conversation, and the junior associates, who carried the real workload, practiced our confidence.
The nepotism in the first associate was obvious, and his credentials were paper-thin.
“And this is Bruno Chloros,” Oldwell continued. “A strapping young Greek man like you, Liam. He’s eager, ambitious, and well-positioned. Plenty of experience with ILO court orders. You’ll be very happy with him.”
On this, I had to agree. Bruno’s skill was indispensable for weathering the ILO barrage. Liam seemed to think so too, already pleased at the prospect of someone intelligent and hungry at his side.
“And finally, where’s my star player? Ah, there she is. Liam Senos, let me introduce you to Riya Murthy. She’s a wizard at ILO precedents. Without her, there wouldn’t be a case strong enough to face the bastards. And what a looker she is, too. Oh, to be young again.”
My blood-red dress brushed Liam’s leg as Oldwell yanked me into the spotlight. Heat surged through me, face blanching, head sizzling. I managed a tight smile, hoping that would be the end. But my legs betrayed me, trembling with nerves.
Fuck no. Not now. Not here.
Instability crept up my legs, that telltale signal I dreaded in small, airless moments like this. My body wanted to fold. I couldn’t let it.
My sway didn’t escape the heightened vigilance Liam had around me. Oldwell’s smarmy grip at my waist was the only thing keeping me from collapsing into a scene. For once, I didn’t shove them away.
“Oh… what a wonderful way to celebrate! Bruno and Riya Murthy, soon to be Riya Chloros, are recently engaged. Congratulations to the happy couple!”
And there went the other shoe.
Liam’s pleasure at my presence in his new hacienda, the night of his employee welcome event, crashed into the abyss. His expression didn’t change, but the conversation dropped like the pressure before a storm.
“Engaged.” It wasn’t a question, or even a comment. It was fury.
“It’s nice to meet you again, Mr. Senos. My regards to your fiancée as well.” Uncharacteristically unprofessional on my part, I know, but no handshakes were initiated. I had to kill the conversation before it could start. Too much was at stake.
“That’s right,” Bruno stepped closer, all swagger and ill timing.
“Don’t you two know each other already?” Gasoline on the flames. He knew Liam. He hated Liam. I shot Bruno a look that begged him not to turn this into a contest.
“It’ll always be Riya Murthy, Mr. Oldwell, and yes, Liam and I have met before, Bruno.” I shut down the geriatric man and the two idiots warming up for a cockfight.
“I’m taking my MVP away for a bit, Oldwell. Dance with me, Ms. Murthy.”
All that grace and kindness I’d glimpsed in Liam minutes earlier died right there. Held out his hand, which I didn’t take. Instead, I walked ahead of him as he followed, away from the group of idiot men, which now had one less idiot in it.
So much for polish, power, and education. All of it was useless. Some men still brayed around a woman like asses in a pen.
“You’re a foot away from me. Baby, come closer, this looks ridiculous,” I balked at his audacity. He was my client, and I was his lawyer, not his Baby.
“I’m sorry, Peach. I’ll try not to cause a scene.”
“It’s Riya. Don’t make this worse. This is my career. It’s hard-earned. Do not fuck with it. The song is over, Mr. Senos, thank you for the dance.” I was so incredibly under prepared for this much proximity.
“Peach, Trouble, Baby… I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to calling you Riya.” My eyes couldn’t get any wider. There were boundaries, and then there were boundaries between an engaged woman and the man she dated eight years ago.
Yes, my hypocrisy was showing, but this couldn’t go on any longer.
I released my hand and walked away from his light clasp, only to be twirled back into him and land with my back a fraction away from the warmth of his muscular chest.
That move earned him a smile.
That wasn’t something I was ready for, either. The only contact he kept was the “business-casual” touch of our fingers.
“Where are you going?” He dipped his head close to the shell of my ear.
“The restroom. Let me go, Liam.”
“Did I miss a spot when I was on one knee?”
The blood rushed to my face. This time, from the feral memory of what had happened earlier.
“That was a mistake, and I…” I couldn’t find the words. Was it a mistake? We didn’t touch. Nothing happened… right?
“Answer the question.” That fucking cockiness again. I absolutely was not going to answer the question. But he already knew that.
“I would like you to see the whole annex downstairs.”
“There are more sculptures where my tits and ass are on display for everyone to ogle? I’ll pass. I’ve been violated enough for multiple lifetimes.”
Liam suddenly shook with fury. Anger bled through the tips of his fingers. I forgot how heightened his reactions became around me.
“That part of the gallery is private; you snuck into that area without interference because Bear let you. No one. No-Fucking-One ogles at you. Not even Bear knows the full extent of that gallery.” He twirled me back around to face him. This part, I was ready for.
“What about the artist? What did they see to replicate those ‘sculptures’?”
“You don’t have to worry about her. She’ll never speak. She saw only worship. A beautiful, feminine body adored.”
There was a level of fury I carried within me that I kept at bay. I was successful most times, but tonight seemed like the day all levels of restraint failed me. Along with my primal need for Liam, my anger, too, was almost winning its battle.
“You have pictures?” I snapped.
“Security camera footage.” Then bristled at his nonchalance.
“Unbelievable. You cannot use that. You don’t have my permission to use it.”
“I know. I’m sorry, Peach…Riya.” His whisper carried the right notes of regret, but the curve of his mouth betrayed him.
“Your body, my temple.” He added quietly. “You left, and I shattered. You know that. You shouldn’t look so surprised.” The smile that followed was pure blasphemy.
I stared at him, breath stuck somewhere between rage and something far worse. This cocky, beautiful bastard! I was still-
No. This wasn’t the time, place, or year.
Why Liam had to remind me of what he looked like, while bent on one knee, unnerved me. Why he claimed me in front of my fiancé was shocking. The sculptures and the footage immortalizing my body were indefensible.
Yet Bruno managed worse.
“Mr. Senos,” he said smoothly, “as cozy as you look with my fiancée, I’ll take her back now.”
I went still. He had never cared before. What I did, where I was… It was always secondary to his climb. Not that I had ever strayed. Not until whatever tonight was. Deep down, I truly wanted to make things work with him. I still wanted the life we’d mapped out, even as the edges frayed.
“Run along, hon, you may not want to hear this. I want to exchange some notes with Mr. Senos here.” He stared up at Liam, badly compensating for the three inches Liam had on him, his voice dripping venom.
“Or maybe you should stay. Tell me, Mr. Senos, did Riya make an ‘oh’ or an ‘ah’ sound right before she came for you? Did you ever feel like pulling out of her and pushing straight into her mouth mid-climax? She does such a great job sucking me off. Remind me… You had a brother who wanted to fuck her as well, didn’t you?”
The heat climbed fast, searing my scalp.
What in the actual fuck?
He’d turned me into leverage!
I wanted his blood.
My palm cocked back, but Liam’s landed first and kept landing.
Bruno sprawled across the floor, his nose broken, the marble streaked red.
I screamed, sound ripping from me unchecked, until Bear’s grip hauled Liam off the wreckage he’d made.
Bruno baited him, and Liam fell for it.
Bear locked him in place, but those wild, glazed malachite eyes never stopped tracking me.
Security rushed in within seconds, fussed over Bruno’s slack body on the marble and made an “incident report”, but I was too busy trying to breathe.
What could I say? Nothing clever. Nothing neat. Just the truth I hated. Bruno was the clichéd instigator, but Liam embodied the chaos both men had made of my life. In the presence of my colleagues, they reduced me to a spectacle.
I was back here, in this life and this space. After I clawed my way back for a career, a purpose and a life rebuilt. One glance at him, and it all crumbled.
“I hate you, Liam Senos,” I said. Every word a blade. “History will not repeat itself. I’d rather get shot in the heart than give you the power to destroy me twice.”
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Goddess Ma’at brought balance after brutal upheaval. - The diary of the misused
Bruno’s mother was rightfully livid on the phone as I paced the fluorescent halls of the ER in my sheer dress and clicking Louboutins.
She demanded every detail, so I gave her the version that wouldn’t trigger her “My son is perfect, you’re the evil witch” tirade.
I told her that her son got into an altercation at a company event, hosted by our client.
I left out the part where her “perfect son” debased me in front of our client.
I left out the part where Liam, my ex-something and current client, was the one who pummelled her son’s jaw out of its socket.
Liam was… exasperating.
The Liam I knew - the patient, kind, laid-back Liam. The one who sat with me in a tangle of limbs and blankets, plotting the takeover of the world with imaginary weapons. The one who nicknamed me “Trouble” before I was “Peach”, before anything between us became complicated or sharp, still flickered somewhere inside him. But never lasted around me.
After I became “Peach”, he became all instinct and reaction. An infuriating neanderthal who’d skipped a few rungs on the evolutionary ladder and went straight for force. I hated that I was his trigger, that I always was.
Which made me the biggest idiot of all. I already had the big brown doe eyes. With a little creative costuming, double Ds, a wet t-shirt, and a whiny, high-pitched “oh, whatever shall I do?” I’d be every clichéd side character in every terrible romance written for the male gaze. The rational part of my brain reminded me to be kind to myself. The other part laughed and said I was spot on!
“Facial reconstructive surgery, Bear! His whole fucking face!”
Bear drove me to the ER himself, if only to make sure Liam didn’t follow behind the ambulance. He told me to pace the hallway and burn off the adrenaline. Instead, my feet throbbed, my blood boiled, and his jacket ended up on the floor.
“Oi, that’s a Cesar Attolini! Stop chucking it about!”
My eyes became the size of saucers.
“Wow, you do all right, don’t you?” I snorted.
"Be smarter next time and spend it on something that keeps you warm. Cesar, what’s his face, doesn’t make clothes for the people of the north! What happened to the humble restaurateur who made me butter chicken poutine when I was moody and on my period?”
Bear scowled. “He’s stuck babysitting a bloody menace. Sit down, ice queen. I see goosebumps all over your body, and I see too much of it anyway. Why is there only mesh on this dress? Your arse is hanging out of it. Where is the rest of it? Sit down, for fucks sake! My feet are starting to hurt from watching you walk on those killers.”
“Oh, shut up, you sexist ass, and my ‘arse’ is spectacular. And it’s Versace.” The word left my lips with my best Italian flair that both sounded and seemed as cringey as it was.
It was a gorgeous, deep, blood-red, silky-sheer wisp of a thing and absolutely not designed for panic attacks in hospital corridors. The few sashes across my body held my boobs and lady bits out of view. Max, my best friend, left it all lonely and unworn in her closet, and our collective intrusive thoughts told me to set it free.
“Liam is going to go out of his mind when he sees you in this. Besides, it’s too precious to hang in the closet.” She said. Apparently, Max’s impression of Gollum was also to blame for coaxing me into a dress that I filled out pretty perfectly. Boobs and ass were in high definition, but self-respect was optional.
“He’s going to press charges, Bear,” I said, finally sinking into the chair. “I can’t deal with that shit anymore.”
I couldn’t remember the last time I felt this wrung out. Bruno was in a hospital, and Bear took time away from his regular espionagey- surveillancey life to babysit me in an ER hallway that smelled of bleach and hopelessness.
My reaction was clinical at this point; I didn’t do well in these situations. My way out was an energy release - running, lifting weights, swimming…fucking - all of it till I collapsed from exhaustion. I had come a long way, but I wasn’t through.
With Bear around, the panic wasn’t debilitating. I could hear his instructions to pace through the anxiety instead of letting it swallow me whole.
He taught me how to float when I was afraid of the water. How to throw a punch without breaking my wrist. How to watch my exits and trust my feet.
Not because he thought I was weak.
But because he wanted me ready.
Bear wasn’t just Liam’s bodyguard. He was my friend, my big brother in everything but blood and my stand-in father. Although I was doubtful he’d appreciate the father bit, considering he was seventeen when I was born.
He’d been showing up for me my whole life.
I held on to his warm hand and steadied my breath. It was not as immediate an effect as it was with “he who shall not be named,” though.
My panic dissipated faster with every second that demon of a past lover touched me. I was irritated with his non-touch, touching, and the breathing all over me. But weeks of pent-up anxiety melted like butter. The tranquillity of it all was immediate.
Bear stood me up and wrapped his warm coat and arms around me.
“He won’t press charges, kid. I know men like him, and I know why he did it… I think. Too much arrogance, he won’t want the world to know that
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