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Story 1: Behind Enemy Lines

I count the cracks in the ceiling. Seventeen. No, eighteen. The newest one branches like a river delta near the water stain above the bed. I've memorized every flaw in this room—it's easier than remembering who I am. Who I was.

The corporal grunts above me, his rhythm erratic. His breath reeks of schnapps and cigarettes, hot against my neck. I turn my face away. At least he's small, mercifully so—a minor blessing in this hell. Some of the men are built like bulls, leaving bruises that last for days. With him, I'll walk without wincing tomorrow.

I stare at the ceiling cracks while he trusts, thinking of Pierre. Sweet Pierre with his poet's hands and shy smile. Dead now, somewhere in the mud near Dunkirk. I'd saved myself for him, dreamed of our wedding night. How foolish. Had I known what was coming, I would have given myself to him beneath the willows by the Seine that spring afternoon when he begged. Instead, my first time was in this very bed, with a lieutenant who smelled of boot polish and finished in seconds.

The corporal's hips jerk against mine, his movements clumsy and self-serving. The bed frame squeaks in protest, a steady rhythm against the wall. His hands grip my waist, fingers digging too hard. I've learned to go somewhere else during these moments—to float above myself and wait. Seventeen cracks in the ceiling. No, eighteen.

"Look at me," he demands, fingers digging into my jaw, forcing my eyes to his.

I comply, but I'm not really here. I've learned to float somewhere above this bed, above this body that doesn't feel like mine anymore. His eyes are bloodshot, unfocused. He won't remember my face tomorrow.

"Turn over," he orders, already manhandling me onto my stomach.

"Oui," I whisper, the word automatic. Meaningless.

The mattress creaks beneath us, a rhythmic accusation. Spring, squeak, spring, squeak. I press my forehead into the pillow that smells of other women's perfume, other men's sweat. My hair falls forward, a curtain between me and this room, this life. I focus on the loose thread in the pillowcase, counting each time it catches the light. Anything to anchor myself away from the weight crushing down, the hands that grip too hard, the breath that comes in ragged gulps against my neck. The walls in this place are thin as hope. Through them, I hear another woman's practiced moans from the next room—high, theatrical sounds nothing like the silence I've perfected. Silence is safer. Silence means it ends sooner.

His fingers press bruises into my hips. I've stopped counting those. They bloom and fade and bloom again, a garden of shame I carry beneath the cheap silk they make us wear.

I focus on the wall, on the peeling floral wallpaper. I count the roses in the pattern. One, two, three... I get to twenty-seven before he shudders and collapses, his weight crushing the air from my lungs.

For ten seconds, fifteen, he lies heavy on my back. Then he rolls away, the mattress shifting with his weight. The sudden absence of heat makes me shiver.

I remain still, face down, as he moves around the room. The rustle of wool as he pulls up his trousers. The clink of his belt buckle. The strike of a match as he lights a cigarette. These sounds have become as familiar as my own heartbeat.

When I finally turn, pulling the sheet up to cover myself, he's already dressed, adjusting his uniform in the spotted mirror. He catches my reflection watching him.

"You're lucky, you know," he says, straightening his collar. "Some girls don't survive long."

He drops a few bills on the dresser, not bothering to count them. The door slams behind him, and I exhale a breath I didn't know I was holding.

Lucky. The word sits bitter on my tongue.

I curl onto my side, pulling the thin sheet tighter around my nakedness. Not for modesty—there's little of that left in me—but for warmth. For something to hold onto.

This is survival, not living. This is skin without soul.

The room feels colder now, emptier, though it's never truly empty. The ghosts of all the men who've passed through here linger in the cigarette smoke, in the stains on the sheets, in the hollow ache between my legs.

I should rise. Clean myself. Prepare for the next one. Madame allows us fifteen minutes between clients, no more. But my limbs feel weighted, as if the gravity in this room is stronger than anywhere else in Paris.

From somewhere down the hall comes laughter, deep and masculine, followed by the sharp staccato of boots on wooden floors. Another girl's fake giggle, high and desperate. The soundtrack to my nightmare.

They think they've broken me. They haven't. Not yet.

I sit up slowly, wincing. The mirror across the room reflects a stranger—dark curls wild around a too-pale face, lips split from biting them too hard, eyes that seem to belong to someone much older than twenty-two. I look away before I can see more.

The washbasin water is cold against my skin as I clean myself mechanically. The rough army blanket scratches against my thighs when I sit on the edge of the bed. I try not to think about how many women have performed this same ritual in this same room.

I reach for the silk robe draped over the chair—red, garish, nothing I would have chosen in my previous life. As I slide it over my shoulders, I catch sight of the bruises blooming on my wrists, my hips. I've become a canvas for their violence, their indifference.

My throat tightens with a song that will never come. I used to sing, before. In cafés where the smoke was sweeter and the men's eyes held appreciation, not ownership. My voice died with Paris, with freedom, with the girl I once was.

A sharp knock at the door. Madame's signal. Time's up.

I stand, smoothing the robe over my body, arranging my face into the blank mask they expect. I am a ghost haunting my own life, watching from somewhere far away as this shell of a woman opens the door to face whatever comes next.

* * *

The hallway is cold against my bare feet. I pull the robe tighter, though it does little to shield me from the draft—or the stares. Two officers pass, their eyes crawling over me like insects. I press myself against the wall until they're gone.

Madame waits at her station, ledger open, cigarette dangling from painted lips. Her eyes narrow when she sees me.

"You're late." She blows smoke through her nostrils. "Leutnant Voss requested you. Don't make him wait."

My stomach drops. Voss. The name travels through the brothel in whispers. The girls who service him return quiet, shaken. Not bruised—never marked—but changed somehow.

"Room seven," Madame says, already turning away. "And for God's sake, smile. He pays triple."

The door to room seven is heavier than the others, solid oak instead of the flimsy pine that barely muffles sounds elsewhere. I hesitate, hand trembling on the brass knob. Then I straighten my spine, lift my chin. I am already a ghost. What more can he take?

I enter silently.

The room is larger, with actual furniture instead of just a bed. A small table. Two chairs. A wardrobe. Even a rug that must have been expensive once. The air smells of pipe tobacco and brandy—rich scents that remind me of my father's study, before the war swallowed everything good.

He sits with his back to me, broad shoulders stretching the fabric of his uniform. A glass of amber liquid rests in his hand. His cap and coat lie discarded on the second chair, a wolf temporarily shedding its skin.

"Close the door."

His voice is low, controlled. Not slurred with alcohol or rough with lust. Just... precise. I obey, the latch clicking softly.

He turns then, and I see him fully.

Leutnant Voss is exactly as described—towering even while seated, blond hair cropped close to his skull, jawline that could cut glass. But it's his eyes that freeze me in place. Gray, like winter sky before snow. They sweep over me, not lingering on my breasts or thighs, but studying my face, my posture, my hands clutched at the belt of my robe.

I wait for orders. For him to point to the bed or tell me to undress. He does neither.

"Sit." He gestures to the chair opposite him.

I hesitate, uncertain. No one asks me to sit. To talk. I'm not here for conversation.

"Please," he adds, the word so unexpected I almost flinch.

I perch on the edge of the chair, knees pressed together, hands folded in my lap. Ready to stand at a moment's notice. His gaze hasn't left my face.

"Would you like a drink?" He lifts his glass slightly.

"No, thank you." My voice sounds rusty, unused. I clear my throat. "I mean, if you want me to—"

"I asked what you want."

The question throws me. What I want hasn't mattered in so long I've almost forgotten how to want anything at all.

"Water," I say finally. "Just water."

He rises—God, he's tall, his shadow swallowing me—and pours water from a pitcher on the side table. His movements are efficient, precise. Military to the core. He hands me the glass, careful not to let our fingers touch.

When he sits again, he leans forward, elbows on his knees. The position brings his face closer to mine. I can see a thin scar running along his right temple, disappearing into his hairline.

"You don't look at me like the others do," he says.

I stiffen. Have I made a mistake already? I force my eyes up to his, my hands shaking so badly water sloshes in the glass.

"I look... how you want me to."

His mouth tightens. "I doubt that."

Silence stretches between us, taut as a tripwire. His silence is worse than their shouting. At least with noise, I know what's coming. This quiet assessment leaves me adrift, waiting for the blow to land.

"What's your name?" he asks finally.

"Whatever you'd like it to be," I answer automatically. The script is safer.

Something flickers in his eyes—disappointment? Anger? He sits back, creating distance between us.

"Your real name," he says. "Not what they call you here."

I swallow hard. "Isabelle."

"Isabelle," he repeats, my name in his mouth sounding different, almost reverent. "I'm Erik."

Not Leutnant. Not Herr Voss. Just Erik. As if we're meeting at a café, not in a brothel where he owns my time, my body, my compliance.

"Are you hungry, Isabelle?"

The question is so unexpected I almost laugh. Am I hungry? Always. We all are. The girls fight over scraps, over the bread crusts left by officers too drunk to finish their meals.

"No," I lie.

He studies me again, those ice-gray eyes seeing too much. "You're thinner than you should be."

If he wanted to hurt me, he'd have done it by now. So why is he just... looking? Why this strange conversation that feels like walking through a minefield?

"Why am I here?" The question slips out before I can stop it.

His expression doesn't change, but something shifts in his posture—a slight relaxing of his shoulders, as if I've finally said something real.

"Because I requested you."

"Yes, but—" I stop myself. Questioning clients is dangerous. Questioning officers is suicide.

He leans forward again, and I catch a whiff of his scent—clean soap, starched fabric, and something else, something human beneath the uniform.

"You were singing," he says quietly. "Last week. In the kitchen. When you thought no one was listening."

My blood freezes. I had been humming—just for a moment—while washing dishes. A lullaby my mother used to sing. I thought the room was empty.

"I'm sorry," I whisper. "I won't—"

"Don't apologize." His voice is firm but not harsh. "You have a beautiful voice."

The compliment lands like a blow. I haven't sung properly in almost a year. Haven't wanted to. Music belongs to the girl I was before, not to this hollow shell.

"Thank you," I say mechanically, eyes fixed on the floor.

When I finally look up, he's watching me with an intensity that should frighten me. Instead, it makes me feel seen—truly seen—for the first time since my capture.

"Why did you ask for me?" I try again.

His jaw tightens. "Because you're the only one who doesn't look at me with terror."

I almost laugh. "What do I look at you with, then?"

"Hatred," he says simply. "Pure, honest hatred. It's... refreshing."

* * *

The boy—because that's what he is, despite the uniform—pants above me. His face contorts, eyes squeezed shut, mouth slack. He pulls out suddenly, his release spilling across my cheek, my neck, my hair.

"Sorry," he gasps, not sounding sorry at all. "Couldn't—"

I reach for the cloth by the bed, keeping my expression blank. He's barely eighteen, I'd guess. Smooth cheeks, gangly limbs, the awkward eagerness of youth. In another world, he'd be fumbling with a sweetheart behind a barn, not in this room that smells of desperation.

His embarrassment quickly turns to shame, then anger—the progression I've come to expect. His hand flashes out, catching my cheek with enough force to snap my head sideways.

"Filthy French whore," he mutters, fumbling with his belt, his uniform.

The slap stings, but I don't flinch. Don't cry. Don't speak. He throws a few crumpled bills on the bed and storms out, slamming the door behind him.

Only then do I let my fingers touch the spot where he struck me. It throbs, hot and tender. I bite my lip hard, tasting copper, fighting the tears that burn behind my eyes.

I clean myself mechanically. Wash between my legs. Wipe my face. Rinse my mouth. Pin my hair back into some semblance of order. The routine is a small comfort—this, at least, I can control.

The clock says I have fifteen minutes before my next appointment. Fifteen minutes to become someone else. Anyone else.

But the door opens too soon. Madame Rousseau's pinched face appears, her thin lips pressed together in disapproval.

"Leutnant Voss is waiting. Room three. Don't make him wait."

My stomach drops. "Now? But I still have—"

"Now." Her eyes flick to my cheek, but she says nothing about the redness blooming there. "Fix your face. And be grateful. He asked for you specifically. Again."

This is the fourth time in two weeks. The fourth time he's requested me by name.

I splash cold water on my face, wincing as it hits the tender spot on my cheek. There's no hiding the mark. I straighten my shoulders, smooth my dress, and walk the familiar path to room three.

When I enter, he's standing by the window, silhouette carved against the dim evening light. He turns at the sound of the door, and his eyes immediately find the bruise.

"Who did that?" His voice is quiet, but there's steel beneath the softness.

I keep my gaze on the floor. "It doesn't matter."

"It matters to me." He crosses the room in three long strides, stopping just short of touching me. "Look at me, Isabelle."

I raise my eyes reluctantly. His jaw is clenched, a muscle ticking in his cheek.

"The boy. The one who just left," he says, not really a question.

I say nothing, which is answer enough.

"What's his name?" His fingers curl at his sides, not reaching for me, but I can feel the tension radiating from him.

"Please," I whisper. "He's just a boy. Scared and far from home."

"So are you." His eyes soften slightly. "But you don't strike out at those weaker than you."

"No one is weaker than me here." The words slip out before I can stop them.

He studies me, then turns away, running a hand through his short hair. "Sit down," he says finally.

I perch on the edge of the bed, hands folded in my lap, waiting for instructions. Instead, he pulls a chair across from me and sits, keeping a careful distance between us.

"Why do you defend him?" he asks.

I stare at my hands. "Because retribution only brings more pain."

"Is that what you've learned here?"

"It's what I've always known." I look up at him. "What do you want from me tonight?"

His expression shifts, something like disappointment crossing his features. "Not what you're thinking."

We sit in silence for a long moment. This has become our strange ritual over the past weeks. He comes. He sits. He watches. Sometimes he asks questions. Sometimes we just exist in the same space, the silence more comfortable than it should be.

"You were a singer," he says finally. "Before."

I nod, surprised he remembers. I mentioned it once, briefly, during his second visit.

"What did you sing?"

"Whatever they wanted to hear." I pause. "Folk songs. Piaf. Jazz, sometimes, though my father didn't approve."

"And what did you want to sing?"

The question catches me off guard. "What did I want?"

"Yes. If you could choose."

I close my eyes, remembering. "Debussy. Fauré. Songs about love and moonlight and the sea." I open my eyes, embarrassed by my candor. "Silly things."

"Not silly." His voice is soft. "Beautiful things."

He leans forward, and I tense instinctively. His hand lifts, hovers near my face, not quite touching.

"May I?"

The request stuns me. No one asks permission here.

I nod, barely breathing as his fingertips brush my cheek, feather-light, tracing the edge of the bruise. His touch is cool against my heated skin.

"Does it hurt?"

"Not much."

He frowns, clearly not believing me. His fingers move to my hair, tucking a stray curl behind my ear. I flinch before I can stop myself.

His hand freezes. "Why do you flinch when I touch your hair?"

I swallow hard, thinking of the boy's release drying in my hair just minutes ago, of all the men who have grabbed, pulled, yanked.

"Because men only touch me when they want something."

His hand drops to his side. "And if I wanted nothing but your name?"

"You already have that," I whisper.

"Your real name. The person you were before this place."

I look away. "She doesn't exist anymore."

"I think she does." He stands, moving to the window again. "I think she's hiding."

Over the next few visits, a pattern emerges. He comes. He talks. He asks questions about my life before—my family, my dreams, the songs I loved. Sometimes he brings small gifts—an extra ration of chocolate, a ribbon for my hair, once even a worn book of poetry.

He never stays the full time he's paid for. Never asks me to undress. Never lies beside me on the bed.

But his restraint is its own kind of torture. His control more unsettling than their brutality.

And the most terrifying thing of all: I've started listening for his name when Madame calls. Started hoping it will be him and not the others. Started craving the nights when he asks for me.

Tonight, he sits closer than usual, his knee almost touching mine.

"Sing something for me," he says suddenly.

I shake my head. "I can't."

"You won't."

"Music died with Paris," I say, the words bitter on my tongue.

"Paris isn't dead." His eyes hold mine. "It's waiting."

"For what?"

"Liberation." He says it so softly I almost don't hear. A dangerous word. A treasonous word.

His fingers brush mine, just a whisper of contact, but it sends electricity up my arm. "Sing for me, Isabelle. Please."

And God help me, I want to.

I take a shaky breath, the request hanging between us. It's been so long since I've sung anything. My voice feels trapped in my chest, like a bird that's forgotten how to fly.

"I can't remember how," I whisper.

"Try." His voice is gentle, but there's command beneath it.

I close my eyes, searching for a melody that doesn't hurt. Something simple. Something from before. My lips part, and a soft hum escapes—the beginning of a lullaby my mother used to sing. The notes feel strange in my throat, rusty and uncertain.

The first words come out broken, barely audible. "Au clair de la lune, mon ami Pierrot..."

Erik leans forward, his eyes fixed on my face, and for a moment I forget where we are. I forget what I am. The melody grows stronger, and I let it carry me.

Until the world explodes.

The blast hits without warning. The window rattles in its frame. Dust sifts from the ceiling. My song cuts off mid-note as another explosion rocks the building.

Air raid sirens wail through the night, their banshee cry slicing through the thin walls.

I freeze, terror climbing up my spine. Not again. Not tonight. The last raid left three girls dead when a bomb hit the eastern wing.

Another blast, closer this time. The floor trembles beneath my feet.

I curl into myself, hands pressed against my ears, trying to block out the sound of death falling from the sky. My breath comes in short, sharp gasps. I can't seem to fill my lungs.

"Isabelle." Erik's voice cuts through the chaos, but I can't look up. Can't move.

The bed dips as he sits beside me. His hands, large and warm, wrap around my wrists, gently pulling my hands away from my ears.

"Look at me."

I shake my head, eyes squeezed shut.

"Isabelle." Firmer now. "Look at me."

I force my eyes open. He's so close I can see the faint scar along his temple, the golden stubble on his jaw. His gray eyes hold mine, steady as stone while the world shakes apart around us.

"Breathe with me," he says, his voice low and calm. "In through your nose. Out through your mouth."

I try to follow his lead, but another explosion hits, closer than before. The lights flicker and die. I gasp, panic clawing at my throat.

In the darkness, his hands find my face. Strong fingers frame my cheeks, thumbs brushing away tears I didn't know I'd shed.

"I'm here," he murmurs. "Focus on my voice."

The emergency lights flicker on—dim, reddish bulbs that cast everything in blood and shadow. His face hovers above mine, all sharp angles and concern.

"We should go to the shelter," I manage to say between breaths.

"We're safer here. This building has a reinforced foundation." His thumb traces my cheekbone. "Trust me."

The irony of it—trusting a Nazi officer during an Allied bombing—would make me laugh if I could breathe properly.

Another blast rocks the building. Closer. Too close. I flinch violently, a small sound escaping my throat.

Erik moves without hesitation. He pulls me against his chest, one arm around my waist, the other cradling the back of my head. I should resist. Should push him away. Instead, I press my face into his shoulder, breathing in wool and pine and clean sweat.

His heartbeat is steady against my ear. Not racing like mine. Not afraid.

"They're targeting the rail yards," he says, his voice a rumble I can feel through his chest. "Not us."

I nod against his shoulder, not trusting my voice. His uniform buttons press into my cheek, but I don't care. For the first time in months, I feel... safe. The realization is as terrifying as the bombs.

His hand strokes my hair, gentle, soothing. Not demanding. Not taking. Just... comforting.

"Atme mit mir," he murmurs. "Breathe with me."

I don't understand the words, but I match my breathing to his. Slow. Steady. In. Out.

The sirens continue their mournful wail, but the explosions grow more distant. The raid is moving on, leaving us intact. Still, neither of us moves.

His lips brush my forehead, so lightly I almost think I've imagined it. But then he does it again—a soft press of warmth against my skin. Not a demand. Not a transaction. A comfort freely given.

I pull back just enough to look at his face. In the red emergency light, his eyes are dark, unreadable.

"Why?" I whisper.

His brow furrows. "Why what?"

"Why are you... kind to me?"

Something flickers across his face—pain, maybe. Or regret.

"Because the world isn't," he says finally.

The simplicity of his answer undoes me. Tears well up, spilling over before I can stop them. I haven't cried—truly cried—since they brought me here. I've been too afraid, too determined to stay numb.

His thumbs brush the wetness from my cheeks. "Shh," he soothes. "It's alright."

"It's not," I choke out. "Nothing is alright."

"No," he agrees. "But you are alive. And so am I."

The sirens fade to a distant moan, then silence. The all-clear won't sound for hours, but the immediate danger has passed.

I should move away from him now. Return to my place. Remember what I am, what he is. But his arms are warm, and I am so tired of being cold.

"What were you saying?" I ask. "Before. In German."

"Breathe with me," he translates. His hand continues its gentle stroke through my hair. "My mother used to say it when I was a child. During thunderstorms."

I try to imagine him as a boy, afraid of thunder. It seems impossible.

"What else did she say?"

A ghost of a smile touches his lips. "That courage isn't about not feeling fear." His fingers trace the line of my jaw. "It's about feeling it and standing anyway."

I swallow hard. "I'm not brave."

"You're braver than you know." His eyes search mine. "You're still here. Still fighting."

"I'm not fighting. I'm surviving."

"Sometimes they're the same thing."

The emergency lights flicker again, then steady. In their bloody glow, his face seems carved from shadow. Beautiful and terrible at once.

"I should go," he says, but doesn't move.

"Yes," I agree, but my hands tighten on his arms.

Neither of us moves. The silence stretches between us, fragile as spun glass.

The last of the sirens fade into silence, leaving only our breathing in the darkened room. Erik's arms loosen around me, but don't let go completely. I should move away. I should remember what I am to him—what he is to me. But the warmth of his body against mine feels like the first real thing I've experienced in months.

"I should check on the others," he says, but his hands betray him, still gentle against my back.

"Yes," I whisper, not moving.

His eyes search mine in the dim emergency light. "Are you afraid of me, Isabelle?"

The question catches me off guard. Am I afraid of him? This man who wears death on his collar but cradles me like something breakable?

"I'm afraid of what you make me feel," I admit, the words escaping before I can stop them.

His breath catches. "And what is that?"

"Alive."

The word hangs between us, dangerous and true. His fingers trace my cheek, thumb brushing across my lower lip. The touch sends a shiver through me that has nothing to do with fear.

"I won't take what isn't given," he says, voice rough.

My heart hammers against my ribs. I know what he's asking. What he's offering. A choice. Something I haven't had since they brought me here.

"Take it anyway," I whisper.

His eyes darken. For a moment, he doesn't move, studying my face as if searching for doubt. Then his mouth finds mine.

The kiss is gentle at first—questioning, careful. His lips are surprisingly soft, moving against mine with restrained hunger. I've been kissed before, but not like this. Not like I matter.

My hands slide up his chest, feeling the solid warmth beneath his uniform. He groans against my mouth, deepening the kiss. His tongue traces the seam of my lips, asking permission. I open for him, tasting brandy and something darker, something uniquely him.

He pulls back just enough to look at me, his breathing uneven. "Tell me to stop, and I will."

"Don't stop," I breathe.

His hands move to the buttons of my dress—the cheap satin thing they make us wear. But there's nothing cheap in the way he touches me. Each button is an act of reverence, each inch of skin revealed treated like a discovery.

When the dress falls away, I resist the urge to cover myself. I've been naked before countless men, but never felt so exposed as I do under Erik's gaze.

"Beautiful," he murmurs, fingers trailing down my collarbone, across the swell of my breast. "So beautiful it hurts to look at you."

He undresses slowly, methodically—uniform jacket first, then shirt. I watch, transfixed, as he reveals himself. His chest is broad, muscled, marked with scars that tell stories I'm afraid to ask about. A jagged line across his ribs. A starburst near his shoulder that could only be a bullet wound.

When he stands to remove his trousers, I can't help the small gasp that escapes me. He's huge—all over. Tall and broad and hard. Panic flutters in my chest. The other men hurt, but they were quick, careless. This feels... different. Dangerous in a new way.

Erik sees the fear in my eyes. He kneels beside the bed, bringing his face level with mine. "We'll go slow," he promises, voice gentle. "Unless you beg me not to."

His hands slide up my calves, thumbs tracing circles on the insides of my knees. I shiver at the touch. No one has ever touched me there before—not like this, not with such attention to detail.

"Lie back," he murmurs.

I obey, sinking into the pillows. He follows, his body a warm weight beside me. His mouth finds mine again, deeper now, hungrier. His hand slides up my thigh, fingers dancing across sensitive skin.

When he touches me between my legs, I jerk in surprise. The other men never bothered with such things. They took, they finished, they left. But Erik's fingers move with purpose, circling, exploring, finding places that make me gasp.

"Let me taste you," he whispers against my neck.

Before I can process his words, he's moving down my body, trailing kisses across my breasts, my stomach. His shoulders push my thighs apart, and then—

"Oh!" The sensation is shocking—hot, wet, intimate beyond anything I've known. His tongue moves against me, gentle at first, then more insistent. Pleasure builds, unfamiliar and overwhelming. I try to squirm away, but his hands hold my hips firmly.

"Erik," I gasp, not sure if I'm begging him to stop or continue.

He looks up, eyes dark with desire. "Trust me," he says. "Let go."

His mouth returns to me, more demanding now. His tongue circles that sensitive bundle of nerves, then flicks across it in a rhythm that makes me writhe. One large finger slides inside me, then another, curling upward to hit a spot that sends sparks shooting through my body.

The pleasure builds, tightening like a spring. I've never felt anything like this—never known my body could feel this way. My hands fist in the sheets, then in his hair, holding him against me as the tension coils tighter.

"That's it," he murmurs against my flesh. "Let me feel you come apart."

His words push me over the edge. The pleasure crests and breaks, washing through me in waves that leave me gasping. My body convulses around his fingers, against his mouth. For a moment, I forget where I am, who I am—there is only sensation, only Erik.

As the aftershocks fade, he moves back up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my neck. His hardness presses against my thigh, hot and insistent.

"Are you sure?" he asks, voice strained with restraint.

I nod, not trusting my voice. I want this—want him—in a way I've never wanted anyone.

He positions himself between my thighs, the blunt head of him pressing against my entrance. Even after his careful preparation, I tense at the size of him.

"Breathe," he whispers, kissing my forehead, my cheeks, my lips. "Breathe with me."

I follow his lead, inhaling as he pushes forward, exhaling as he withdraws slightly. Inch by careful inch, he works himself inside me. There's discomfort, a stretching fullness that borders on pain, but he moves with such control, such patience, that my body gradually yields.

When he's fully seated, he stills, giving me time to adjust. His forehead presses against mine, breath mingling with my own.

"You feel like heaven," he groans. "Like salvation."

I wrap my legs around his waist, drawing him deeper. "Move," I whisper. "Please."

He begins to thrust, slowly at first—a gentle rhythm that allows my body to accommodate him. Each stroke sends pleasure spiraling through me, building on the lingering sensitivity from before.

His control is absolute, every movement measured and deliberate. But as my responses grow more urgent, his restraint begins to fray. His thrusts deepen, quicken, driven by a need that matches my own.

"Erik," I gasp, nails digging into his shoulders.

"Say it again," he demands, voice rough with desire. "Say my name."

"Erik," I repeat, louder this time. "Erik, please—"

He shifts, changing the angle, hitting a spot inside me that makes me cry out. The pleasure builds again, faster this time, more intense. I didn't think it was possible to feel this way twice, but my body tightens around him, climbing toward another peak.

"Come for me," he growls against my ear. "Let me feel you."

His hand slides between us, thumb finding that sensitive bundle of nerves. One stroke, two, and I'm shattering again, crying out his name as pleasure crashes through me.

My release triggers his own. He thrusts once more, deep and hard, then stiffens above me. I feel the hot pulse of him inside me as he groans my name against my throat.

For a long moment, we lie tangled together, hearts racing, breath mingling. The weight of him should feel crushing, but instead it feels like an anchor—keeping me present, keeping me real.

"I thought pleasure was for other women," I whisper into the darkness. "Not for broken ones like me."

His arms tighten around me. "You're not broken," he says fiercely. "Bent, perhaps. Scarred. But not broken."

He rolls to his side, taking me with him, keeping our bodies joined. Outside, snow begins to fall, soft flakes drifting past the window. Inside, there is only warmth and the steady rhythm of his heartbeat against my cheek.

"He fills me everywhere," I think, "inside, around, until there's no war outside this room."

For tonight, at least, we've found peace in the most unlikely of places—in enemy arms.

* * *

Morning light filters through the cracked shutters, painting stripes across our tangled bodies. Erik's chest rises and falls beneath my cheek, his heartbeat steady against my ear. I trace the scar on his ribs, memorizing its shape, its texture. In a few hours, I'll have nothing but memories.

He stirs, his hand finding mine, bringing my fingers to his lips. "You're thinking too loudly," he murmurs.

I smile despite the heaviness in my chest. "How can you tell?"

"Your breathing changes." His other hand slides up my bare back, leaving goosebumps in its wake. "And you get this little crease, right here." He touches the spot between my eyebrows.

I rise up, straddling him, wanting to feel him one last time. His eyes darken as he takes in the sight of me above him, my hair falling around my shoulders. His hands grip my hips, guiding me as I lower myself onto him.

The fullness is overwhelming. I gasp, adjusting to the intrusion, the delicious stretch. He's so big, filling me completely, touching places inside me I never knew existed. I rock experimentally, finding a rhythm that makes us both moan.

"Like this?" I whisper, circling my hips.

His fingers dig into my flesh. "Just like that," he groans. "God, Isabelle..."

I move faster, chasing the building pleasure. His thumb finds that sensitive bundle of nerves, and I cry out, my body clenching around him. The orgasm crashes through me, leaving me trembling and breathless.

Before he can follow me over the edge, I slide off him, moving down his body. I take him in my mouth, tasting myself on him. His hands tangle in my hair, not pushing, just holding.

"Isabelle," he warns, voice strained. "I'm close—"

I don't stop. I want this—want to taste him, to give him this last gift. He tenses beneath me, a groan tearing from his throat as he explodes. I swallow everything he gives me, savoring the intimate connection.

Afterward, we dress in silence. The air between us is thick with unspoken words, with goodbyes neither of us wants to say. He helps me into my coat—the one he gave me weeks ago, far too large but warm.

His fingers linger on the buttons as he fastens them one by one. The tenderness in this simple act nearly breaks me. When he's done, he reaches into his pocket, pulls out a small piece of bread—real bread, not the sawdust loaves we've been surviving on.

"Take this," he says, tucking it into my coat pocket. His eyes meet mine, intense and urgent. "If I tell you to run, you run. Do you understand?"

Fear tightens my throat. I want to ask why, what he knows that I don't. But the words won't come.

"Erik—"

His finger presses against my lips, silencing me. "Promise me."

I nod, the gesture small and terrified. "I promise."

* **

The bread in my pocket feels heavy as a stone. My hand slides over the rough fabric, feeling its outline, wondering what he knows that I don't. The morning light cuts across his face, highlighting the sharp angles of his cheekbones, the slight furrow between his brows. I've memorized every line, every scar—but now I search for something more. A clue. A warning.

"Why?" I finally manage, my voice barely audible. "What's happening?"

Erik's jaw tightens. He glances toward the window, then back to me. "The front is moving. Things are... changing."

"The Allies?" Hope flutters in my chest like a trapped bird.

He nods once, his expression unreadable. "Paris won't be German much longer."

Liberation. The word hangs unspoken between us. For most of France, it means freedom. For us—for this fragile, impossible thing between us—it means something else entirely.

"When?" I ask, though I'm not sure I want the answer.

"Soon." His hand cups my cheek, thumb brushing across my lower lip. "Too soon."

I lean into his touch, closing my eyes. "What will happen to you?"

His silence tells me everything I need to know. SS officers don't simply surrender. They don't get taken prisoner. They die fighting or face tribunals. Either way, there's no future where Erik walks free.

"Don't," he says softly. "Don't think about it."

But I can't stop. Images flood my mind—Erik in handcuffs, Erik against a wall facing a firing squad, Erik lying dead in the street. My stomach churns with dread.

"Come with me," I whisper, the words escaping before I can stop them. "We could—"

"No." His voice is gentle but firm. "I can't."

"Why not?" I press my palm against his chest, feeling his heartbeat. "We could go south, find a village where nobody knows us—"

He catches my hand, brings it to his lips. "Isabelle." My name sounds like a prayer on his tongue. "There's no place in France where this uniform isn't a death sentence. And I can't take it off—they'd shoot me as a deserter before the Allies even arrived."

"Then we'll go further. Switzerland. Spain."

"With what papers? What money?" He shakes his head. "And even if we somehow made it, what then? I'd always be the Nazi who escaped justice. You'd always be the woman who loved him."

Loved him. The words pierce me like shrapnel. Is that what this is? This ache in my chest, this terror at the thought of losing him?

"I don't care," I say fiercely.

"You should." His fingers trace the line of my jaw. "You deserve a life after this war. A real one."

"What if I want a life with you?"

Pain flashes across his face. "You can't. We can't."

I turn away, blinking back tears. Outside, Paris stirs to life—another day of occupation, of hunger, of waiting. Inside, something precious is dying before it fully lived.

"What am I supposed to do?" My voice breaks on the question. "Just forget you? Pretend this never happened?"

Erik turns me to face him, his hands gentle but insistent. "You survive," he says, each word deliberate. "You live. You find joy again—real joy, not these stolen moments in the dark."

"And you?" I can barely get the words out. "What do you do?"

Something shifts in his eyes—a coldness, a distance. The officer returning, replacing the man. "What I've always done. My duty."

"Your duty is to them. Not to me."

"My duty is to get you out alive." His voice hardens. "The rest doesn't matter."

I want to argue, to rage against his resignation, but the set of his jaw tells me it's pointless. Whatever he's planning, his mind is made up.

He checks his watch, frowning. "I have to go. Morning roll call."

"Will you come back tonight?" I hate the desperation in my voice, but I can't help it.

Erik hesitates, and in that pause, I hear the truth. "If I can."

It's not a promise. It's a goodbye disguised as possibility.

He kisses me then—deep and thorough, like he's trying to burn the feel of me into his memory. His hands tangle in my hair, drawing me closer. I cling to him, memorizing the taste of him, the solid warmth of his body against mine.

When he pulls away, his eyes are bright with something that might be tears. "Remember what I said. If I tell you to run—"

"I run," I finish, the words like ash in my mouth.

He nods once, then reaches for his cap, settling it on his head. The transformation is immediate—my Erik vanishing behind the mask of Leutnant Voss. His shoulders straighten, his expression hardens, his eyes go cold.

The door closes behind him with a soft click. I press my hand against the rough wood, as if I could somehow reach through it and pull him back.

"Come back to me," I whisper to the empty room. "Please come back."

But the silence that answers tells me what my heart already knows: some goodbyes are final, even when the words remain unspoken.


Story 2: Helena’s Choice

History would tell us that in 1945, the brutality of World War Two came to an end.

But those of us who lived through the aftermath knew better.

Before peace came, we endured a nightmare most refuse to remember.
And history — with its clean dates and declarations — would never tell the truth.
Not the truth that clawed its way into our homes.
Not the truth that took on the shape of foreign boots and breath that reeked of vodka and hunger.

When the Soviet Army entered the Fatherland, they swept through villages and small cities like a storm. Occupation, they called it. Liberation, they claimed. But for us, it was captivity. For my family, it was terror in slow motion.

I still shudder when I think of those days. Days when men — mostly teenage boys and the elderly — were pulled from their homes and executed in the street. Days when the women were left behind. Not spared. Just saved for other things.

Outside, winter lingered long after it should’ve ended. Ash fell like snow, and the bitter wind scraped through broken windows. Inside our shattered apartment block, we clung to scraps of life. The walls were scarred with bullet holes and muffled cries. The air smelled of cold stone and old smoke.

It was too dangerous to search for food, but we had to try. The few young women who went out rarely came back. And when they did… they came back broken.

I was nineteen. The war had already taken our parents, leaving me with my four younger sisters. They were everything I had left. Every night I wrapped my arms around them on the shredded mattresses and whispered lies about hope and safety, even though I saw the fear in their eyes. Even the youngest knew what happened to girls taken by the soldiers. They knew.

I told myself I had to stay strong. I was all they had.

Then, five days after Germany officially surrendered, the war came back for us.

It started with laughter.

Not the kind that brings joy, but a cruel, drunken cackle that echoed through the rubble-strewn streets. I froze. My sisters huddled around me as the sounds grew louder — boots crunching glass, orders barked in Russian, doors splintering open.

They were in our building.

We barely had time to brace ourselves when the door slammed open. It splintered on its hinges like it wasn’t even there.

Four soldiers stormed into our apartment. Their faces were gaunt, their eyes empty. No emotion, no hesitation. Just hunger.

They lunged at my sisters.

Anna, the youngest, screamed as one pinned her down. I threw myself at his leg, clawing at him, sobbing.

“Please, don’t hurt her!” I cried.

He kicked me hard in the ribs, but I held on, desperate.

Another soldier grabbed me by the arms and yanked me away, but I clung to the man’s leg like a madwoman.

“Please,” I begged, my voice hoarse and wild. “Take me instead. Please. They’re just children.”

They didn’t listen. One of them shouted in Russian. Another barked back. I didn’t understand the words, but the rage was clear. One soldier slapped me — the blow so hard it spun me sideways. I hit the ground, tasting blood and dust.

I curled around Anna, shielding her body with mine.

Then I heard it.

A new voice. Calm. Deep. Speaking German.

“What is this?” the voice barked.

For a moment, everything stopped.

“Fräulein,” the man said again, and I felt the poke of a boot at my shoulder.

I turned my head slowly, barely able to see through the blur of pain and tears. A tall man stood over me. His uniform was clean, his boots polished. He was an officer — that much I knew — and the long scar that ran down the left side of his face told me he had seen many battles.

But his eyes… his eyes were colder than anything I had ever known.

“This one has a pretty face,” he said, his gaze holding mine. “What’s your name, girl?”

I didn’t answer.

Instead, I crawled back to Anna and held her close. My sisters were crying softly now — the kind of crying that came from terror too deep to scream anymore.

The officer squatted down beside me. “I have ten men with me,” he said. “They’ve been without a woman’s touch for a long time. Are you sure you want to take that burden alone?”

I looked at him. Really looked.

And then I nodded.

“Yes,” I whispered, swallowing the dry knot in my throat. “Take me. Not them.”

“No!” Anna sobbed, grabbing at my sleeve. I kissed her forehead and refused to meet her eyes.

“I have one more request,” I said to the officer, my voice shaking.

He raised an eyebrow, amused. “A request?”

“Please… give them food. And water.”

He stood and looked around the broken apartment, then nodded.

“Since you’re so generous, your request is granted.”

He barked orders in Russian. Two soldiers left and returned moments later with bread, a few dented cans, and bottles of water. It was more than we’d had in days.

Before I could say goodbye, rough hands grabbed my arms and dragged me toward the door.

My sisters screamed my name, and I twisted back for one last look.

“Goodbye, my sisters,” I whispered. “I love you.”

The door slammed shut behind me.

* * *

I woke up slowly, like surfacing from a nightmare into another one.

The room was dark and damp, the walls slick with condensation and time. Somewhere in a distant corner, I heard the rhythmic drip of water striking something metallic — sharp and cold, like the ticking of a broken clock. The only light came from a narrow, barred window high on the wall, where the moonlight crept in thin and grey.

My head throbbed, and my limbs felt heavy. I must have passed out from exhaustion or shock — maybe both — when they brought me here.

I shifted slightly and winced. My clothing was still on, though crumpled and dirty. I felt no tearing pain inside, no bruises in the worst places — only the dull, throbbing ache along my back where I had been kicked and struck.

For a moment, I almost believed I had been spared.

Then a voice emerged from the shadows — deep, calm, and unnervingly steady.

“Don’t worry. You are unharmed.”

I froze.

The voice sent a chill down my spine. I could not see him, but I could feel him— sitting or standing just beyond the edge of the light. Watching.

A deep voice.

His voice.

I didn’t reply. My throat was tight, my tongue like sand. Fear gnawed at my insides, slow and methodical, because I knew. I knew exactly where this was going.

The voice stepped forward — just enough for me to see the outline of the scarred face, the glint of blue eyes that had felt no pity in the apartment.

“My name is Ivan Dovzhenko,” he said, as though we were meeting at a polite dinner. “Lieutenant Dovzhenko.”

He was naked.

I knew what was about to happen. But sex was not my biggest fear. It was what the Deep Voice carried between his legs. He was not yet erect, but the massive, circumcised cock dangled just short from his knees.

My heart pounded. I was a virgin. However, my hands and mouth had explored men from my neighbourhood before. The war taught you how to survive, and men were more than willing to bargain a bread for sucking their dicks. But none of them was even close to this.

When he stepped out of the shadows and moved toward me, I instinctively shrank back, my palms scraping against the gritty floor. I slid until my spine hit the cold concrete wall with a soft thud. My breath caught in my throat as I clutched the hem of my skirt, twisting the fabric in my fists. The memory of what they were going to do — what I had offered myself up for — rose like bile.

My eyes widened and I silently gasped.

Dangling between his legs were the largest manhood I had ever seen.

I shut my eyes tight the moment I felt the warmth of his hand against my face.

It was the lightest touch, but it might as well have been a blade.

“You are one beautiful woman,” he said, his voice low and syrupy, too smooth for the rawness of this place. “What is your name, beautiful?”

I couldn’t answer at first. My lips trembled before sound finally came.

“He… Helena,” I stuttered. “Schmidt. Helena Schmidt.”

His fingers were rough — calloused from war or work, I didn’t know — and they traced the tears on my cheek like he was following a map. Down to my jaw. To the fragile pulse beating beneath my skin. I was shaking, yet there was something strangely gentle in the way he touched me. Gentle... but calculated.

His fingers slid down to my collarbones, then followed the neckline of my dress. I held my breath.

“You have a lovely name, Helena,” he murmured. My name sounded soft on his tongue, like a secret.

“Soft skin… fair,” he went on, almost to himself. “A beautiful neck.”

He brushed his knuckles along it again, and I flinched but didn’t pull away. I couldn’t.

Then his hand moved to my hair.

He paused.

“Now, this is rare,” he said with quiet amusement. “Short hair. Like a boy.”

He chuckled. It wasn’t cruel — not like the laughter I’d heard on the streets. It was... oddly sincere.

“And I like it,” he added with a small smile.

Then, without warning, he leaned in and pressed something warm and wet to my forehead.

A kiss.

I froze. Every part of me froze.

When I opened my eyes, he was already close, his face inches from mine. He was watching me, intently, like I was a puzzle he hadn’t yet solved.

“Brown eyes,” he said softly. “Mesmerizing.”

While he continued to study me, to pick out pieces of me as if I were a painting in a gallery, I let my own eyes wander — cautiously — across him.

Even crouched down, he dwarfed me. His body was thick with muscle, restrained only by the structure of his uniform. His skin was weathered, sun-darkened, but freshly shaven. Hair dark as coal. And eyes... not blue, I realized now — they were a deep brown. Almost black in this dim light.

But it was the scar that held me.

A jagged, pale mark that ran from the top of his right brow, slicing across the bridge of his nose, and down to the opposite cheek. It looked like it had once been deep — not a scratch, but something meant to disfigure.

It didn’t.

If anything, it made him look even more dangerous. And for reasons I didn’t understand, maybe even more human.

But then, my eyes fell.

Downward.

Staring at the dangling python.

He noticed.

“Are you enjoying the view, Fräulein?” he asked, his tone more amused than cruel.

My face flushed with shame. Heat bloomed under my skin like fire. I turned my head, but not before a traitorous thought whispered through me — What would it feel like? To have that inside me?

I hated the thought. But it came anyway, uninvited. And worse… it stayed.

He said nothing more about it. Instead, he gestured toward the far corner.

“You must eat,” he said. “I’ve prepared some food and water for you.”

He stood, his shadow stretching long across the wall. I looked up at him, trying to understand the rules of this strange new world.

“Why are you being so kind to me?” I asked, bracing myself as soon as the words left my mouth. My heartbeat thundered in my ears. I expected him to lash out. To mock me. Or worse.

But he didn’t.

He merely turned, his face unreadable.

“Eat,” he repeated flatly. “I will return in an hour.”

Then he was gone.

I remained frozen for a moment, then slowly stood and tiptoed toward the barred window. I stretched onto the balls of my bare feet, straining to glimpse anything beyond the gray outside — a tree, a rooftop, a sign of life. But I was still too short.

The room was small, barely wider than a prison cell. In one corner sat a decaying mattress, worn but dry, placed carefully where the light from the window wouldn’t reach it directly. Beside it — a small plate with bread and stew, and a metal cup filled with water. In the opposite corner, two clean buckets stood side by side. One for washing, I guessed. The other for cleaning dishes — or myself.

My stomach growled, loud and sudden. I didn’t even realize how hungry I was until the first bite of food touched my lips. The bread was stale, but the stew was warm. I devoured everything, licking the plate clean like a starving animal. The water — clean and cold — felt like a gift from heaven.

Afterward, I dipped my fingers into one of the buckets and splashed my face and mouth. I closed my eyes. For a fleeting second, I imagined myself in another life — one where water was not a luxury. Where rooms weren’t cages.

The day dragged. Shadows lengthened, then bled into darkness. Outside, the wind carried the sounds of a world still at war — distant explosions, the sharp crack of gunfire. Somewhere, someone else was suffering.

I thought of my sisters. My heart clenched.

Then — the door burst open.

Two soldiers entered, their boots echoing loud against the stone floor. My body instinctively recoiled, shrinking back into the farthest corner. One of the men — tall, smirking — stepped toward me with something dark in his eyes. I pressed myself into the wall.

But the second man stopped him with a wordless gesture.

They argued in Russian, sharp and tense. I couldn’t understand them, but something was off. Something had changed.

“What’s going on?” I asked, my voice small. “Did something happen to my sisters?”

Neither answered. The aggressive one glanced at me once, then turned away. They cleared the empty plate and cup without a word. The one who had stopped his comrade walked to the buckets and inspected them. When he saw one was clean, he nodded.

Then, without explanation, they left.

“Wait!” I cried out, rushing to my feet.

The door shut. The lock clicked.

And I was alone again.

I sank down on the mattress, my arms wrapped tightly around my trembling body. The silence screamed at me louder than the gunfire outside.

I didn’t know how long I sat there, rocking slowly, tears slipping down my cheeks. My thoughts spiraled. Were my sisters safe? Had they been taken? Killed? Violated?

Finally, after what felt like eternity, the door opened once more.

He was back.

The man with the scar.

I stood quickly, my voice rising with panic.

“Something’s happened to them, hasn’t it?” I accused, my eyes narrowed.

He hesitated.

“Yes,” he said at last. “But you do not need to worry.”

Worry? That was all I could do.

“Your sisters managed to escape,” he continued. “But they were intercepted by another patrol. I sent my men to retrieve them. They were found — unharmed.” He paused, watching me closely. “I’ve assigned them to assist in the Red Army’s kitchens. They will be fed. Sheltered. And they will be looked after… as long as you continue to honor your side of our agreement.”

The words carved themselves into my soul.

I sank to the mattress, arms folded tight across my chest, and rocked slowly. My teeth dug into my lower lip to keep the sobs from spilling out — but it was no use. Tears fell anyway, warm and bitter.

I brought my knees up and buried my face in them, weeping silently.

I didn’t hear him leave.

But when I finally lifted my head, something white lay beside me.

A linen handkerchief.

Clean. Folded.

Left like a ghost of mercy.

* * *

I must have cried myself to sleep, because when I woke, it was not the silence that stirred me — but a strange sensation low in my body.

The room was dim, lit only by the weak flicker of an oil lamp on a nearby crate. Shadows trembled across the cracked walls. For a moment, I didn’t understand what was happening — until I looked down.

Lieutenant Ivan Dovzhenko was between my legs.

I gasped, my breath catching in my throat. My body was bare. I hadn’t even felt him undress me. The air felt cool on my skin, and his presence — so close, so deliberate — sent a bolt of panic through me.

“Oh, God!” I whispered, my voice dry and shaking. I tried to pull away, but his hands were firm on my inner thighs.

“Please, stop,” I wheezed, my heart thudding. “What are you doing?”

He didn’t answer. Not at first. But the sensations that followed were… confusing. Foreign. My mind screamed, but my body — my betraying, traitorous body — responded in ways I didn’t understand.

I shut my eyes, unable to look. Shame burned hot in my cheeks as tears pressed at the corners of my eyes. I bit down on my lip to keep from making a sound, but still — the feeling continued, and a quiet, broken moan slipped from my throat.

He heard it.

I felt the small chuckle against my skin.

His hands were rough but not cruel. The way he touched me — like I was something fragile, something he didn’t want to break — only deepened the confusion inside me. A part of me hated him. Another part… couldn’t comprehend what I was feeling at all.

“I never thought of you as a virgin, Fräulein,” he said softly, finally pulling away. “This… this is my apology. For what happened to your sisters. No other man will touch you. Only me.”

His words landed somewhere between a promise and a sentence.

I turned my face to the wall, fighting the sting in my eyes. I had always imagined saving myself for someone I loved. Someone gentle. Someone who asked, not assumed. But I wasn’t sure if that dream belonged to the world before the war — a world that no longer existed.

Then I felt the weight shift on the mattress, and a moment later, his hand gently cupped my face.

“Don’t cover your mouth,” he whispered. “It’s okay to feel.”

I opened my eyes.

He was looking down at me with something I couldn’t name in his gaze. Possession, maybe. Or longing. Or something darker.

He kissed me then. Slowly. As if he was waiting to see whether I’d pull away.

I didn’t.

Maybe it was survival. Maybe it was surrender. But I kissed him back. I knew how — though this felt nothing like the stolen kiss of a teenage boy behind the bakery. This was deeper. Hungrier. Weighted with something that felt dangerous.

He drew me closer, his warmth swallowing mine. His lips trailed to my ear, my neck, my shoulders — unhurried, claiming.

The mattress creaked beneath us as he eased me back down, his body moving over mine with steady control. I felt his hand on my waist, his breath at my throat.

“You’re ready,” he murmured. “Just trust me, Helena.”

I rather he didn’t tell me. I tensed up and unable to relax.

“Shhh…” He coaxed, “You must relax. I just want to soak myself in your wet core.”

He did the circular motion a few more times before kneeling in front of me. He pulled my bottom up and rested it on his large lap. I stared down and watched his every move. He first held his own pride and gently rubbed the head against the cleft of me. I groaned when it touched my sensitive clit. He kept rubbing, and I felt nothing but warm and wet. Then, with one swift move, he plunged into me.

“Ahhh…” I cried out and dug my nails into his thighs. I felt myself ripped opened.

He bended down on me and collected my small body into his arms. Sweetly he kissed me. He began to push and pull.

I screamed in pain. It felt like a large hand forced itself inside me and tried to rip my intestines out. Tears welled in my eyes.

“Shhh…” He enticed, “Relax your muscles, beautiful.” He slowly took himself out and only pushed in the tip of is cock.

I did as told and surprisingly, it felt better. He kept his rhythm steady until I felt my body began to tremble. It was that sensation again that I learned later was the work of pleasure.

My lips were close to his collarbone. I reached up and trailed my kisses over. He moaned. Lieutenant Ivan Dovzhenko moaned for me. I wiggled my arms, so they were free to wrap around his large torso. Then, the speed increased, so was my breathing. I dug my nails into his back, and he grunted in pleasure.

Pleasure washed through me, and my body began to convulse. My muscle tightened around his cock, and that made him groaned louder.

“Yes, Helena,” he called my name. “That’s it.”

I cried out as I reached the top and wrapped my legs tightly around him. Not long after that, I felt his body tensed, and he released in me.

* * *

The days turned to nights, and the nights to something longer. I had lost count of how long I’d been kept in that dark, stale room. There was no clock, no calendar, just the slow erosion of time and memory.

Lieutenant Dovzhenko continued to bring me food and water — enough to survive, never enough to thrive. I asked him once for paper and a pencil. He hesitated, then returned the next evening with both. That’s when I began to write — about the war, about my family, about the version of myself that once believed in safety.

Sometimes, I wondered why I was still alive. And though he never said it outright, I suspected that Ivan had grown feelings for me. Not love. Not exactly. But something possessive. Something confusing.

There were nights when he touched me with care, even reverence — as if mapping the curve of my body gave him solace. There were other nights filled with hunger, passion, and something that mimicked affection. But then there were nights when he came to me like a stranger.

One night, he arrived bleeding.

His face was scratched, his mouth cut, and the fury in his eyes chilled me to the bone.

He said nothing.

He slammed the door behind him and crossed the room in three long strides. Before I could even speak, his mouth crushed against mine — metallic and rough. I tasted blood, but I couldn’t tell whose. His or mine.

I gasped, tried to pull away, to speak his name — but he was already tearing at my clothes.

“Ivan!” I cried, desperate for the version of him who spoke softly. Who asked for my name.

But he wasn’t there.

A harsh slap landed across my cheek. The world spun. The floor greeted me before I even registered falling.

I blinked through dizziness, and when my vision cleared, he was undressed — eyes dark, body rigid. There was no softness in his hands, no tenderness in his touch. Just control. And silence.

I saw his cock, soft and limp, but didn’t take long to harden when he grabbed my head and forced it into my mouth. He moved his hips and I saw blood covering his prick. Blood from my mouth. As he progressed, his rod grew in my mouth, and I began to suffocate on its enormity. I tried to pull away by pressing my hands on his thighs, but that only had him going faster and harder. Just when I thought I was dying he tensed up. Spurt of sperms shot inside my mouth and trickled down my throat.

I spat and coughed, and I cried. He was still cold to me. He dragged me by the arm and tied my wrists over the window bar with his belt. My body was elongated by force and I had to stand on my toes. Then, he took his blood stained white t-shirt and twisted it, so it became like a rope. He began to whip my rear with it.

I screamed.

Again, he ignored my cries and pleas.

“Lieutenant, please stop,” I begged. “Please!”

After thirty more whips, he lifted my hips and moved in-between my thighs. He sucked hard on my clit, and I cried out as juices flowed out of me. He had his tongue skilfully dance over my vulva.

Then, he slid me down and encircled my legs around his waist. From there, he pushed himself in me. I whimpered and clutched tight on the belt as it pained me so much. I couldn’t enjoy this brutal sex. I could only wail out my pain, and when I caught his gaze, I saw nothing but pure anger. I made myself remember this look.

He spilled more of his seeds in me, and I couldn’t reach my orgasm at all. While he was still soaking inside of me, he pushed me to the wall and kissed me madly. Once he freed my wrists; he caught me just as I fell and laid me down on the mattress.

Later that night, I woke up to find a new dress and coat, a pair of flat shoes with a strap, and a blanket over me.

* * *

Weeks passed. Maybe more. Time had become as shapeless as the grey walls around me. The war outside dragged on like a dying beast, groaning and thrashing in its final moments.

I remembered, faintly, a time when my sisters and I hid in a factory — before Ivan, before captivity, before this strange, terrible sanctuary. But I didn’t recall any mansions. Not near the city. Not in the woods.

The only time I felt anything resembling safety was when Ivan was near.

He came to me like the storm itself — sometimes gentle, sometimes unforgiving. But always watching. Always keeping his promise: that I belonged to no one but him. It wasn’t freedom. But it wasn’t death either. And my sisters… they were still alive. Growing, surviving. That knowledge kept me breathing.

And with that knowledge came the most dangerous thing a woman could have in wartime.

Hope.

Hope that I would live.
Hope that I would see my sisters again.
Hope that this war would finally end.

Then, one morning, silence fell. A silence so complete it made my ears ring. No boots. No gunfire. No shouting. Only birdsong beyond the window.

Curious, heart thudding, I approached the door. I placed my hand on the knob — and it turned.

It opened.

Beyond it, I found another room. And another. Until I stepped out into what looked like an old estate — forgotten, draped in dust and cobwebs. Faded wallpaper peeled from the walls. Furniture stood like ghosts in the corners.

Outside the window, trees whispered in the breeze. A stream glinted beyond them. It looked… peaceful. Unreal.

Then I heard it — a car engine. Tires crunching over gravel.

I followed the sound to the staircase, and there I found him.

Ivan.

Slumped on the floor, blood soaking his coat, breath shallow.

“Ivan,” I whispered, rushing to him. I took his head into my hands, my fingers trembling. “Ivan, please, wake up.”

His eyes fluttered open.

“Helena,” he breathed.

I wept with relief.

“Please don’t leave me.” My voice cracked.

He winced, coughing. Blood bloomed at the corner of his lips.

“The Germans…” he rasped, “…surrendered.”

“Then what happened?”

Another cough. His words were weak.

“Last remnants… didn’t want to lay down their arms. Ambush. My medic didn’t make it.”

He grimaced again, eyes beginning to drift. I shook him gently.

“Stay with me. I’ll fix it. I promise.”

He had been shot. Badly. But he was still alive. That was enough.

I helped him to his feet, half-dragging, half-guiding him back to the room. I laid him down on the mattress, then searched the mansion for anything useful — cloth, a bottle of whiskey, rusted needles, thread. There was still a bucket of clean water. That felt like a miracle.

Back in the room, I knelt beside him and searched his coat pockets for his knife. My hands were steady now. I had no choice.

I dug the bullets out, poured whiskey over the wound, and sewed him up. He groaned — a raw, terrible sound — but didn’t fight me. When I pressed the cloth to his side, he grabbed my forearm.

His voice was barely audible.

“You’re free to go, Helena.”

I stared at him, tears welling again.

“I don’t want to go.”

He smiled faintly, lips cracked and pale.

“You surprise me,” he murmured. “I never locked the door. You were always free. Every time I returned, I expected the room to be empty. But you were always here — sleeping like a ghost, or scribbling stories by the lamplight.”

He paused.

“Why did you stay, Helena?”

I couldn’t speak. My chest burned with a hundred tangled emotions. Finally, I whispered the only truth I had.

“My sisters,” I said. “But also… because I love you.”

He gazed at me then, something breaking in his eyes. He reached up and wiped a tear from my cheek with trembling fingers.

“I am not a good man, Helena Schmidt. I don’t deserve the kind of love you carry.”

I shook my head and bent down, pressing my lips softly to his. He closed his eyes. And for once, he didn’t fight sleep. He surrendered to it.

I covered him with the blanket and sat beside him in silence.

When dawn came, I had a choice.

I could walk away. I could take the shoes, the coat, and my freedom.

But I knew what my choice was.

And I stayed.


Story 3: Letters in Blood

The man smells like yesterday's whiskey and tomorrow's regret. His fingers dig into my thighs, spreading them wider than they want to go. I stare at the ceiling where water stains bloom like bruises across the plaster.

"Look at me when I fuck you," he slurs, yanking my chin down.

I meet his eyes—bloodshot, unfocused—and manufacture a smile that doesn't reach past my lips. This is what they pay for: not just the body, but the illusion that I want this. That I'm something more than a warm place to forget the war.

"You like that, don't you?" His breath hits my face in hot, sour waves.

I nod. The bed frame creaks beneath us, a steady rhythm of survival. Each thrust means another handful of rice. Each grunt is medicine for my little sister's cough.

He pulls out.  Grabs my shoulders and turns me around, lifting me up on my knees. He pushes my face into the mattress suddenly, impatient. The sheets reek of old sweat and cheap soap, the collective misery of girls like me and men like him. I turn my head sideways to breathe, my cheek pressed against rough cotton that's been washed too many times but never quite clean.

"Tight little thing," he grunts, his fingers digging deeper, marking territory I no longer recognize as my own.

The bare bulb swings overhead, casting shadows that dance across the walls. Outside, someone laughs—a harsh, broken sound that could be mistaken for sobbing. Inside this room, I bite the pillow as his movements grow rougher. My body is just a vessel now, a means to an end.

I think of home—not this place with its paper-thin walls and whiskey-soaked floors, but the small farm where my brothers are waiting. Where my mother boils water for tea that doesn't exist, hoping I'll bring something real to fill their bowls tonight.

His fingers tangle in my hair, pulling until tears spring to my eyes. I blink them back. Tears are weakness, and weakness costs extra.

"You're a good girl, huh? Worth every cent." His words slither down my spine.

"Just pay," I say, my voice flat as the worn floorboards beneath the bed.

He laughs, a rough bark that doesn't register the ice in my tone. To him, I'm just another body in a long line of bodies. Another face he won't remember in the morning.

This is what I am now. A body for bread. A bed for life.

The minutes stretch like years. He takes too long, every second an eternity of friction and force. My knees burn against the thin mattress, springs digging into flesh. His nails scrape against my skin, leaving red trails I'll find later when I wash.

Don't feel it. Don't feel anything.

Suddenly, he shifts out. I hear the spit on his fingers. Know what is about to happen when he roughly lubricates my other entrance. The violation comes with a burning that radiates outward like a struck match, nerve endings lighting up in protest. My body goes rigid, breath caught in my throat. The pain is white-hot, radiating up my spine in waves that make my vision swim. I bite down on my lip until I taste copper, anything to keep from making noise. This is a different kind of hurt—sharper, more invasive—like being torn from the inside. I press my face into the thin pillow, fingers clawing at the sheets while my body tries to reject what it can't escape. Every heartbeat pounds the pain deeper, until I'm floating somewhere above myself, watching a girl who looks like me endure what I can't bear to feel.

When he finally finishes, it's with a grunt and a shudder. But instead of inside me, he pulls away at the last moment, spilling himself across my back with a satisfied groan. The final humiliation—marking territory.

"That's a good look for you," he says, zipping his fly with clumsy fingers.

I stay perfectly still, face half-buried in the pillow, as he fumbles in his pocket. The sound of paper being crumpled follows, then something lands on the floor beside the bed. Money. My purpose.

The door slams behind him, boots scraping against the floorboards as he stumbles back to whatever war waits outside. Only then do I move, reaching for the thin sheet to wipe my skin clean. My body aches in places I've learned to ignore.

I slide off the bed, knees weak but functioning. The crumpled bill lies on the floor like a fallen leaf. I pick it up with shaking fingers, smooth it carefully against my thigh. Not much, but enough. Enough for tonight.

The paper feels fragile between my fingers as I fold it precisely, tucking it into my blouse, close to my heart—the only part of me that still feels like mine. I exhale slowly, not from pleasure but relief. This means rice. This means my brother's medicine. This means one more day of survival.

In the cracked mirror above the washbasin, a stranger stares back at me. Eyes too old for her face. Hair falling from pins that once held it neatly in place. I splash water on my skin, watching rivulets trace paths down my neck, between my breasts. The water in the basin turns cloudy with evidence of what I've become.

"It's worth it," I whisper to the girl in the mirror. "They're worth it."

I repin my hair, straighten my cheap satin dress—crimson, the color of warnings—and pinch my cheeks to bring back color. Madam Kim doesn't allow breaks between customers. Not when there are hungry soldiers waiting. Not when there are hungry families depending on us.

This is what survival costs in a country torn apart by other people's war. This is the price I pay so others don't have to.

I open the door and step back into the narrow hallway where music plays too loud and laughter rings too hollow. Another soldier waits, leaning against the wall, eyes already undressing me. I force my lips into the practiced curve they expect.

Don't feel it. Don't feel anything.

But somewhere deep inside, past the numbness and necessity, something still aches to be more than this. To be seen as something other than a transaction.

I push the thought away. Dangerous thoughts cost more than I can afford to pay.

* * *

Another soldier, another room, another part of myself chipped away. I count the minutes until midnight when my shift ends, when I can wash away the fingerprints and return to the tiny room I share with two other girls. But the night stretches endlessly before me, measured in the heavy tread of boots and the jingle of coins.

Madam Kim appears in the hallway, her silk robe whispering against the floorboards. Her face is painted perfectly—red lips drawn into a permanent smile that never reaches her eyes. She scans me critically, reaching out to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear.

"Room 4," she says, voice low. "Big spender. American officer." Her fingers pinch my chin, turning my face side to side like she's inspecting fruit at the market. "Make it good. He asked for you specifically."

My stomach tightens. "Asked for me?"

"Don't look so surprised." Her smile thins. "You're making a reputation. That's good business." She presses a small vial into my palm. "Perfume. Behind your ears and between your thighs."

The oil smells of jasmine and something else—musk, perhaps. I dab it quickly, the scent cloying and thick. American officers mean more money, but they also mean more trouble. They expect special treatment, things the regular soldiers don't ask for. Things that leave deeper bruises.

I straighten my dress, pinch my cheeks again, and make my way to Room 4. The best room in the house—with an actual bed frame, not just a mattress on the floor. A room for men who can afford to take their time.

My knuckles rap softly against the wood. No answer. I push the door open anyway.

The first thing I notice is how still he is. Most men pace when they wait, fingers already working at buttons, eyes hungry. This one sits in the room's only chair, perfectly motionless, like a statue carved from shadow and uniform. His cap lies discarded on the small table beside him, revealing dark hair cropped close to his skull. One large hand cradles a glass of amber liquid.

When he looks up, I feel it like a physical touch.

Hazel eyes—green and gold and something darker—lock onto mine. Not scanning my body. Not assessing what parts he'll use first. Just... looking at me. At my face. His gaze is steady, unreadable, weighted with something I can't name. It pins me more effectively than hands ever have.

I close the door behind me, plastering on the smile they all expect. "Hello, Captain." My voice sounds small in the heavy silence. "I'm Hana."

He doesn't smile back. Doesn't motion me closer. Just watches, his face a landscape of sharp angles and shadows. Stubble darkens his jaw. A thin scar cuts through his left eyebrow. His uniform is wrinkled but neat, sleeves rolled to expose forearms corded with muscle and veined like marble.

I wait for instructions. For him to tell me to strip, to kneel, to bend over. To do whatever he's paid for.

"Sit," he says instead. One word. Low and rough, like gravel under boots.

I hesitate, uncertain. There's only one other chair, across from him at the small table. I perch on its edge, hands folded in my lap, knees pressed together. The dress rides up my thighs. I don't adjust it.

Silence stretches between us, thick as smoke. I can hear the muffled sounds from other rooms—laughter, grunts, the rhythmic creak of bedsprings. Outside, somewhere distant, artillery fire punctuates the night. But in here, there's only the sound of his breathing and the slow sip of whiskey against glass.

I count the seconds, waiting for something—anything—to happen. Men don't pay to talk. Men pay to take. So why isn't he taking?

"Would you like a drink?" he finally asks, nodding toward a bottle on the table.

"If you want me to have one." The safe answer.

His mouth tightens slightly. "That's not what I asked."

I blink, thrown off balance. "Yes," I say after a moment. "I would."

He pours a finger of whiskey into a second glass and slides it across the table. Our fingers don't touch when I take it. The liquor burns going down, but I don't cough. I've learned to swallow fire without flinching.

"What's your name?" he asks.

"Hana," I repeat, confused. "Madam Kim must have told you."

"Your full name."

"Hana Park." No one has asked for my family name in months. It feels strange on my tongue, like something I've borrowed rather than something that belongs to me.

He nods once, as if confirming something to himself. "Captain James Morgan." He doesn't offer his hand to shake. Doesn't need to. His name sits between us like a third presence.

I wait for him to continue, to explain what he wants from me. The silence feels heavier than hands. Heavier than bodies. I find myself studying the lines around his eyes, the way exhaustion has etched itself into his features. He looks like a man who hasn't slept in years.

"You're not what I expected," he says finally.

"What did you expect?" The question slips out before I can stop it.

His eyes flick up, something like surprise crossing his face. As if he didn't expect me to speak without being spoken to. "I don't know," he admits. The honesty in his voice catches me off guard.

I take another sip of whiskey to hide my confusion. My mind races with possibilities. Maybe he's waiting for me to make the first move. Maybe this is a game—some officers like to pretend we want them. I set down my glass and reach for the thin strap of my dress.

"Don't." His voice stops me cold. Not harsh, but firm. Absolute.

My hand freezes. "I thought—"

"I know what you thought." He leans back in his chair, eyes never leaving my face. "I didn't come here for that."

Men don't pay to talk. Men pay to take. I don't understand what's happening, and not understanding is dangerous in my world.

"Then why did you come here, Captain Morgan?" I ask, my heart beating too fast against my ribs.

Silence fills the room again. He studies me over the rim of his glass, and I feel naked despite being fully clothed. More exposed than I've felt with any man who's actually seen my body.

"For the silence," he finally says.

* * *

I kneel on the hard floor, my knees aching against the rough wood. The man sitting on the edge of the bed stares down at me with rheumy eyes, his weathered face flushed with alcohol and frustration. He's older than most who come here—gray at his temples, lines carved deep around his mouth.

"Come on, sweetheart," he slurs, gesturing impatiently at his lap. "Make it worth my money. I did not fight the Japs and now your people not to have some fun."

I nod and lean forward, taking him in my mouth. He tastes of sweat and soap. His hand tangles in my hair, pulling too hard. I focus on the task, using every trick I've learned these past months. But his body betrays him—or perhaps it's the whiskey. He remains soft despite my efforts.

After several minutes, he yanks my head back. "What's wrong with you? Can't even do this right?" His face twists with embarrassment turned to anger.

"I'm sorry," I murmur, reaching for him again. "Let me try—"

The slap comes without warning. My head snaps sideways, cheek burning. Tears spring to my eyes—not from pain but from the sudden shock of it.

He sees the tears and something changes in his expression. "That's better," he mutters, pulling me roughly toward him again. This time, his body responds. "See? Just needed some fire in you."

I close my eyes as he pushes me onto the bed. His weight crushes me into the thin mattress. It's over quickly—a few desperate thrusts, a groan, then nothing. The familiar emptiness washes over me as he rolls away.

"Not bad," he says, zipping his pants. He tosses money on the bed. "Next time, don't make me work so hard for it."

When the door closes behind him, I sit up slowly. My cheek throbs. I touch it gently, wondering if it will bruise. I hope not. Bruises make the next customers uncomfortable—not for my sake, but because they prefer the illusion that I'm untouched before they arrive.

I clean myself with the washcloth by the basin, straighten my dress, and pin my hair back into place. The face in the cracked mirror looks like a stranger's—eyes too large, mouth too tight. I practice my smile until it looks believable.

In the main room, smoke hangs thick as morning fog. A dozen soldiers crowd around small tables, drinking and laughing too loudly. Music crackles from a radio in the corner—some American song about love and longing. Madam Kim nods at me from behind the bar, her sharp eyes assessing, calculating.

I weave between tables, carrying drinks to men who let their hands linger on my waist, my hips, my backside. Their touch leaves invisible fingerprints, marking territory they think they own.

"Hey, beautiful," one calls, hooking an arm around my waist as I pass. He pulls me onto his lap, his breath hot against my neck. "When's your next opening? I've got something special for you."

His friends laugh. I force a smile, pretending his words are clever instead of worn as old coins. "Check with Madam Kim," I say, extracting myself from his grip. "She keeps the schedule."

That's when I see him. Standing in the doorway, still as stone amid the chaos. Captain Morgan's eyes find mine across the room, and something in my chest tightens. He doesn't smile. Doesn't wave. Just watches with that steady gaze that somehow sees too much.

Madam Kim notices him too. She beckons him to the bar, leaning close to speak in his ear. Money changes hands—more than usual, I can tell by her pleased expression. She points toward me, then to the hallway leading to the private rooms.

I excuse myself from the soldier's table and cross to the hallway. The captain follows a moment later, his footsteps heavy behind me. Room 4 again—the same as before. I enter first, turning to face him as he closes the door.

The noise from the main room fades to a distant hum. In here, it's just us and the silence that seems to follow him like a shadow.

"Hello again, Captain," I say.

He nods, removing his cap but not his jacket. "Hana." My name in his mouth sounds different—careful, like something that might break.

He takes the same chair as before, pours two fingers of whiskey into a glass. Then a second for me without asking. I sit across from him, our knees almost touching in the small space.

"Your face," he says, eyes narrowing slightly.

I touch my cheek reflexively. "It's nothing."

"It's not nothing." His voice is quiet but hard. "Who did that?"

"Does it matter?" I take a sip of whiskey, welcoming the burn. "It's just business."

Something flickers across his face—anger, maybe. Or disgust. I can't tell if it's directed at me or the man who struck me or the whole situation.

"Where did you learn English?" he asks instead of pursuing it.

"School," I say. "Before..." I don't finish. Before the war. Before hunger. Before this.

He nods, studying me over the rim of his glass. "You speak it well."

"Thank you." I shift in my chair, uncomfortable with his scrutiny. "Why do you ask?"

"Curious." He swirls the amber liquid in his glass. "What was your favorite thing before the war?"

The question catches me off guard. I almost lie—say something simple, something I think he wants to hear. But something about his steady gaze makes me want to give him truth instead.

"Books," I admit. "My father had a small collection. Poetry mostly."

"What poets?"

"Korean ones you wouldn't know." I pause. "And some translations. Whitman. Dickinson."

His eyebrows rise slightly. "You read American poetry?"

"Is that so surprising?"

"No," he says after a moment. "Just... unexpected."

We fall silent again. He doesn't push for more conversation, doesn't demand anything. Just sits, drinks slowly, watches me with those eyes that seem to carry the weight of something I can't name.

When he reaches to refill my glass, his fingers brush against mine. Just for a second—the briefest contact of skin against skin. But it sends a jolt through me, sharp and electric. I pull back too quickly, whiskey sloshing over the rim.

"Sorry," I murmur, embarrassed by my reaction.

He doesn't comment, but I see his eyes track the movement of my hand as I wipe the spilled liquor with my fingertips.

"You hate this place," he says suddenly.

The bluntness of it startles me. "You don't?" I counter.

His mouth curves into something too bitter to be a smile. "Every damn second."

"Then why come?"

"Why stay?" he asks instead of answering.

I think of my mother's hollow cheeks, my sister's thin wrists, my brother's eyes too old for his eight years. "You know why."

He nods slowly. "Family."

"Yes." I look down at my glass. "And you? Why do you come here if you hate it so much?"

He's quiet for so long I think he won't answer. When he finally speaks, his voice is lower, rougher. "Because outside, I'm Captain Morgan. In here, for an hour, I can just be James."

"James," I repeat softly, testing the name.

Something changes in his eyes when I say it—a crack in the careful wall he keeps between us. He reaches across the small space between us, his hand stopping just short of my injured cheek.

"Does it hurt?" he asks.

"Yes," I whisper, answering a different question entirely.

His hand drops back to his lap. We sit in silence until his hour is up, the space between us electric with things we don't say. When he leaves, he nods once—a gesture somewhere between courtesy and promise.

I watch him go, my skin still tingling where his fingers almost touched my face. This is dangerous, I think. This feeling like rebellion building in my chest.

But I'm already counting the hours until he returns.

* * *

I count coins in my palm, stacking them by value before wrapping them in a scrap of cloth. Two thousand won. Enough for rice, maybe medicine for Mother's cough. Not enough for both. Never enough.

The door creaks open behind me.

"Busy?" James's voice fills the small room.

I turn, tucking the money into my dress pocket. "No, Captain."

"James," he corrects, same as always. Two weeks of these visits now. Two weeks of whiskey and words instead of hands and hurt.

He shrugs off his jacket, drapes it over the chair. Circles beneath his eyes tell stories of sleepless nights. His shoulders carry invisible weight.

"Bad day?" I ask.

His mouth twitches—not quite a smile. "Bad week."

I pour his whiskey without being asked. Our fingers don't touch during the exchange, but I feel his warmth anyway. We've developed rituals. The drink. The chair. The careful distance between us.

"Tell me something good," he says, sinking into his seat.

I think for a moment. "I saw a butterfly this morning. Orange wings. First one since winter."

He nods, eyes softening. "That's good."

"Your turn."

He considers, sipping his drink. "Got a letter from my sister. Her son took his first steps."

"You're an uncle?"

"To three." Pride crosses his face. "Never met the youngest. Born after I shipped out."

I try to picture him holding a baby. Those large hands cradling something fragile. The image fits better than it should.

"What's his name?" I ask.

"Daniel." He reaches inside his shirt, pulls out a small photo. Passes it to me. "That's all of them."

The picture shows a woman with his eyes, three small children clustered around her. They're smiling on a porch I'll never see, in a country I'll never know.

"They're beautiful," I say, returning the photo. Our fingers brush. Neither of us pulls away.

He tucks the picture away, eyes on mine. "Hana—"

The siren cuts through everything.

Air raid.

The wail rises and falls, insistent as a scream. My heart seizes. Instinct takes over—I slide from my chair to the floor, press against the wall, make myself small.

The first explosion hits somewhere across the village. The building shudders. Dust rains from the ceiling. The light swings wildly, casting monstrous shadows.

Another blast. Closer. Glass shatters in the next room. Someone shouts in the hallway. Heavy footsteps pound past our door—soldiers and girls running for the shelter.

I can't move. My muscles lock. Memories flood back—the first bombing of our village. The neighbor's house collapsing. The smell of burning thatch and flesh.

A third explosion rocks the building. The lightbulb bursts, plunging us into darkness. I bite back a cry, curl tighter, cover my head with my arms.

"Hana." James's voice cuts through my panic. He's kneeling beside me, a solid presence in the dark. "We need to move."

I shake my head. My lungs won't fill. "I can't—"

Another blast. Closer still. The floor trembles beneath us.

His hands find my shoulders, grip firm but gentle. "Hey. Look at me."

"Can't see you," I gasp. "Too dark."

A match flares between us. His face appears in the small flame, all sharp angles and steady eyes. He lights the stub of a candle on the floor beside us.

"Look at me," he repeats.

I do. His face becomes my anchor in the chaos.

"You're safe," he says, voice low and certain.

I almost laugh. Safe? With death falling from the sky? With the world burning around us?

"No one's safe," I whisper.

His thumb strokes my cheek, right where the bruise has faded to yellow. I flinch at first—then lean into his touch without meaning to.

"I've got you," he says.

The building shakes again. Plaster cracks above us. James moves in one fluid motion, covering my body with his, shielding me as debris rains down.

His weight presses me against the wall. I feel his heartbeat—fast but steady. His breath warms my skin. For a moment, we're frozen there, his body a shelter around mine.

When the shaking stops, he doesn't move away. His face hovers inches from mine in the flickering candlelight.

"Okay?" he asks.

I nod, unable to speak. Something shifts between us—a boundary crossed, a wall crumbling.

He presses his forehead to mine. Not a kiss—just a promise he can't keep. His hands frame my face, thumbs tracing my cheekbones.

"Breathe with me," he murmurs.

I match my breathing to his. Slow. Deep. The panic recedes like tide pulling away from shore.

Another explosion, but farther now. Moving away. His body still shields mine, unnecessary but wanted.

"I should be used to this," I whisper. "I've lived through so many raids."

"You never get used to it." His voice rumbles against my chest. "You just learn to live with the fear."

"Is that what you've done?"

His eyes find mine in the dim light. "I'm trying."

The siren changes pitch—the all-clear signal. The danger passing. But neither of us moves.

"They'll be looking for us," I say. "The shelter—"

"I know." Still, he doesn't pull away.

My hands rest against his chest, feeling the solid wall of him. I could push him back. I should. Instead, my fingers curl into the fabric of his shirt.

"James." His name feels different on my tongue now—a plea, a question.

His eyes darken. One hand slides to the nape of my neck, thumb tracing my pulse. "Tell me to stop."

I don't.

His lips brush mine—tentative, questioning. Not demanding like the others. Asking. Waiting.

I answer by leaning into him, closing the space between us. The kiss deepens, turns hungry. His arms encircle me, pulling me against him. My hands find his shoulders, his neck, his hair.

He tastes of whiskey and something else—something that feels like safety in a world where safety doesn't exist.

When we break apart, we're both breathing hard. His forehead rests against mine again. Outside, the world continues—shouting voices, running feet, the distant rumble of planes retreating.

In here, everything has changed.

"This can't happen," I whisper, even as my body betrays my words.

"I know." His fingers trace my jawline, memorizing.

"If anyone finds out—"

"I know." He pulls back slightly, eyes serious in the candlelight. "I'll go. If that's what you want."

It's not what I want. It's what I need—what we both need. This is madness. Dangerous. Impossible.

I shake my head. "Stay."

He exhales, shoulders relaxing. His thumb brushes my lower lip. "I shouldn't want this."

"Neither should I." I close my eyes. "But I do."

The candle flickers between us, casting shadows that dance across his face. Outside, the war continues. In here, we've started our own—a battle between sense and need, duty and desire.

We both know how it ends.

For now, we pretend we don't.

* * *

She grabs my arm as I'm washing between clients, her fingers digging into skin already marked with fingerprints from the last soldier.

"You're done for tonight. Private room. Officer quarters."

My stomach drops. I've heard whispers from girls who never came back the same. Officers who share, who hurt, who use girls until they break. Some pay extra to leave marks no one will see.

"How many?" My voice cracks.

She counts the money in her hand. "Just one. Captain. Paid triple your rate." Her eyes narrow. "Don't disappoint him."

Rain falls in sheets as I hurry across the muddy compound, clutching a thin shawl around my shoulders. The guard barely glances at me before pointing to the officers' building. I count doors until I find the one marked with a small brass "7."

My knuckles hover against the wood. I close my eyes, gather what's left of me, and knock.

"Come in."

James sits on the edge of a narrow cot, elbows on knees, that same bottle of whiskey dangling from his fingers. Relief floods through me so fast I almost stumble.

Just him. Only him.

The room is sparse—a desk with papers stacked neatly, a trunk, a single chair. No other men waiting in shadows. No instruments of pain. Just four walls and him, watching me with those eyes that see too much.

"You brought me here." The words fall between us like stones.

He stands, setting the bottle aside. "I don't want to buy you anymore."

A bitter laugh escapes me. "No one gets me without paying."

"That's not what I meant." He steps closer, and I fight the urge to back away. Not from fear—from something worse. Hope.

"Then what did you mean?"

His hand rises slowly, giving me time to flinch. When I don't, his palm cups my cheek. His thumb traces my bottom lip, and something inside me cracks. It's a gentle pressure, barely there, but it splits me open like no force ever has. No man has ever touched me like this—like I'm something that could break if handled wrong. Like I'm worth the care. His skin is rough with callouses, warm against my face, and I fight the urge to turn into his touch. To show him how starved I am for tenderness. How dangerous this simple gesture feels in a world where hands only take.

"I can't stop thinking about you." His voice is rough. "When I close my eyes, I see yours. When I try to sleep, I hear your voice."

"Don't."

"Don't what?"

"Don't make this more than it is."

He leans down until his forehead touches mine. "What is it, then?"

I don't answer. Can't answer. His breath warms my lips, and then he's kissing me. Slow at first, tentative, like he's asking permission. Then deeper, hungrier, his hands sliding into my hair, cradling my head like it's something precious.

No man has ever kissed me like this. Like he's drowning and I'm air.

I shouldn't kiss back. Shouldn't let my hands grip his shirt. Shouldn't whimper when he pulls away to look at me with wonder.

"I've wanted to do that since the first night," he confesses.

"Why didn't you?"

"Because you weren't mine to take."

"I'm not yours now."

His eyes darken. "Tonight you are."

He kisses me again, and this time there's no hesitation. His tongue slides against mine, and heat blooms between my legs—real heat, not the practiced response I fake for others. His hands move to the buttons of my dress, pausing.

"Can I?"

No one's ever asked before.

I nod, and he undoes them one by one, his knuckles brushing my skin with each movement. The dress falls, pooling at my feet. I stand in my slip, suddenly aware of how thin it is, how it reveals every curve, every shadow.

"You're beautiful." He says it like a fact, not flattery.

"You don't have to say that."

"I don't say things I don't mean."

His uniform follows—jacket first, then shirt. His chest is broad, scarred, a map of battles fought and survived. A jagged line runs across his ribs, pink and angry. I touch it without thinking.

"Shrapnel," he explains. "Mortar round, three months ago."

My fingers trace the scar. "Did it hurt?"

"Not as much as watching you walk away each night."

He lifts me then, strong arms circling my waist, and carries me to the cot. It creaks under our weight as he lays me down, his body covering mine. The slip comes off next, his hands reverent as they expose me.

I should feel shame. Instead, I feel powerful under his gaze.

His mouth finds my neck, my collarbone, the curve of my breast. When his lips close around my nipple, I arch into him, a sound escaping me that I've never made before. His hand slides down my stomach, between my thighs, finding me wet.

"Is this for me?" he whispers against my skin.

"Yes," I admit, the truth burning my tongue.

His fingers explore me slowly, circling, pressing, discovering what makes me gasp. When one slides inside, I clutch his shoulders, nails digging into muscle.

"Tell me what you like," he murmurs.

"I don't know." It's the truth. No one's ever cared before.

He watches my face as he touches me, learning my reactions, adjusting his rhythm until I'm trembling. Pressure builds inside me, unfamiliar and overwhelming.

"Let go," he urges. "I've got you."

Something shatters. My body convulses around his fingers, waves of pleasure washing over me. I cry out, and he captures the sound with his mouth, kissing me through it.

When I come back to myself, he's looking at me with something like awe.

"Has that happened before?" he asks.

I shake my head, unable to speak.

He stands to remove his pants, and I see him fully for the first time. He's massive—thick and hard, jutting from a nest of dark hair. A log of manhood I have not yet seen or experienced. Panic flutters in my chest. My throat tightens as I stare, unable to look away. Other men have been rough, demanding, but none so... imposing. I swallow hard, my fingers clutching the edge of the thin mattress. The reality of what's about to happen hits me with physical force.

"You'll hurt me," I whisper.

He returns to me, positioning himself between my legs. His forehead presses against mine.

"Then I'll break with you."

The first push is uncomfortable—a stretch that makes me wince. He stops immediately.

"Did I hurt you?"

"No." I wrap my legs around his hips. "Don't stop."

He enters me slowly, inch by inch, murmuring my name against my ear. When he's fully seated, we both exhale. He stays still, letting me adjust, his arms trembling with the effort of restraint.

"Move," I finally say.

He begins a slow rhythm, pulling almost all the way out before sliding back in. Each thrust is deliberate, controlled, hitting places inside me that make my toes curl. His eyes never leave mine.

"You feel like salvation," he groans.

The discomfort fades, replaced by building pleasure. I lift my hips to meet his, and his rhythm falters.

"God, Hana."

My name in his mouth sounds like a prayer. His hand slips between us, finding that spot again, circling in time with his thrusts. The double sensation overwhelms me.

"James," I gasp, and something changes in his eyes when I say his name.

"Say it again."

"James."

He moves faster, harder, driving us both toward the edge. The cot creaks beneath us, the sound of skin against skin filling the small room. My second climax builds quicker than the first, crashing over me without warning. I cry out, clenching around him, my back arching off the thin mattress. The pleasure is so intense it's almost pain—a sweet, sharp agony that pulses through every nerve. My fingernails dig into his shoulders, leaving crescent moons I'll see tomorrow. I'm falling apart and coming together all at once, my body remembering how to feel something beyond survival. The walls I've built crumble with each wave that washes through me. In this moment, I'm not a transaction. I'm not a number. I'm just a woman, breaking open beneath a man who sees me.

"That's it," he growls. "Let me feel you."

His thrusts become erratic. With a final push, he buries himself deep and groans against my neck, his body shuddering as he finds his release.

We lie tangled together, sweat cooling on our skin. His weight should feel crushing, but instead it anchors me to this moment, this reality where I felt something real.

Eventually, he rolls to his side, keeping me close. His fingers trace patterns on my back.

"Stay," he whispers.

"Until when?"

"Until morning. Until forever." He presses his lips to my forehead. "Just stay."

I should say no. Should remind him this is just one night, that tomorrow I'll be back in that room with other men. That we're fooling ourselves.

Instead, I curl against his chest and listen to his heartbeat.

"I'll stay until sunrise."

He holds me tighter, and for the first time since the war began, I fall asleep without fear, without hunger, without shame—just the steady rhythm of his heart against my cheek and the dangerous warmth of something that feels too much like hope.

* * *

Morning light filters through the thin curtains, casting the room in a soft glow. I've been awake for nearly an hour, watching James sleep. His face looks younger this way—relaxed, unguarded, without the weight of war pulling at his features.

The sheet has slipped down to his waist during the night. My eyes trace the hard planes of his chest, the scars mapping stories he hasn't told me yet. Lower, where the sheet barely covers him, I can see the outline of what filled me last night.

Curiosity overcomes caution. I lift the sheet carefully, not wanting to wake him. He's soft now, but still impressive—thick and heavy against his thigh. I remember the fullness, the stretch, the pleasure that followed the initial discomfort. How did he even fit?

My hand hovers, then descends. I touch him gently, just my fingertips tracing his length. The skin is velvet-soft over firmness. Different from the rest of him, which is all hard angles and rough edges.

I wrap my fingers around him, marveling at how my hand can't fully close. As I stroke him—tentatively at first, then with more confidence—I feel him changing, growing harder, thicker. Blood rushing, flesh swelling. It's fascinating, this transformation happening in my palm.

His breathing changes. A low groan rumbles from his chest.

"Hana," he murmurs, eyes still closed, voice rough with sleep.

I don't stop. Instead, I tighten my grip slightly, finding a rhythm. Up and down, twisting my wrist the way that makes his breath catch. His hips shift, pressing up into my hand.

His eyes open, finding mine. The sleepiness vanishes, replaced by heat and hunger.

"Don't stop," he whispers.

I don't. I watch his face as I stroke him—the way his jaw tightens, how his lips part when I run my thumb over the sensitive tip. His hand covers mine, showing me how to touch him—faster, firmer.

His breathing quickens. Muscles tense. I feel him throb against my palm, growing impossibly harder.

"Hana," he warns, voice strained.

I don't look away. I want to see him come undone. Want to be the cause of it.

He groans, deep and guttural. His body arches as he erupts, hot and wet across my hand and his stomach.

* * *

I wake before sunrise, my body remembering its rhythm from farm days. Old habits—the only thing war hasn't taken. The room is cold, the thin blanket barely keeping the chill from my bones. My fingers search beneath my pillow before my mind is fully awake.

Another letter.

The paper is cheap military stock, folded twice. His handwriting slopes right, heavy on the downstrokes like he's pressing too hard. Like the words cost him something.

I dreamed of you last night. Not here. Not like this. We were walking by a river back home. You wore blue. Your hands weren't shaking.

I press the paper to my chest, feeling my heart thud against it. Dangerous. This feeling is more dangerous than any soldier, any bomb.

The madame will be up soon. I slide from the bed, wincing as my bare feet hit the splintered floor. Three loose boards near the corner—my secret place. I pry them up with a hairpin, revealing a small wooden box that once held my mother's sewing needles. Now it holds pieces of James.

Seven letters. Each one shorter than the last, each one heavier with things he can't say. I add today's to the collection, running my fingers over the words before closing the lid.

From under my mattress, I pull out my own paper—scraps torn from cigarette cartons, the back of a propaganda leaflet. My letters to him. Letters I'll never send.

James,

The girl you think you see doesn't exist anymore. Maybe she never did. Before you, I thought I'd forgotten how to want things. It was easier that way.

Now I want. And it hurts worse than anything they do to me.

I stop writing. Scratch out the last line. He doesn't need to carry that weight.

I dreamed of your river. Was it wide? Did it have stones we could cross? In my dream, I couldn't see your face clearly. I'm afraid I'll forget it.

Footsteps in the hall. The madame's heavy tread. I fold my letter quickly, slide it beneath the others in the box, and replace the floorboards. By the time she pounds on my door, I'm sitting on the edge of the bed, face empty.

"American officers coming tonight. Wash yourself." She tosses a sliver of soap through the doorway. It lands at my feet like a challenge.

I nod, eyes down. "Will Captain Morgan—"

"He's gone. Don't ask questions." She sniffs, looking at my thin dress. "Wear the red one. The tall sergeant likes red."

The door slams. I pick up the soap, turning it over in my hands. It smells like nothing.

Gone. The word sits in my chest like a stone. Three days now without him. No explanation, no warning. Just absence where his bulk used to fill the room.

I shouldn't care. He paid for me like all the others.

But he looked at me. Really looked. His eyes finding mine even when I tried to hide.

At night, I press my face into the pillow where he once sat, searching for his scent. Nothing remains. Just the letters and the hollow space beneath my ribs that grows larger each day.

I bathe in cold water, scrubbing until my skin turns pink. The red dress hangs on a nail—cheap satin, torn seam at the shoulder. I put it on mechanically.

Before I leave the room, I kneel by the floorboards one last time. Add one more line to my unsent letter.

If you don't come back, I'll understand. But I won't forget. That's my rebellion—remembering you when I'm supposed to forget everything.

I tuck the paper away, replace the boards. Stand up straight. Smooth the red dress over my hips.

Tonight, I'll smile for a different man. I'll make the right sounds. I'll be what I'm paid to be.

But the letters remain. His words. My words. Proof that for a handful of nights, I was something more than a body.

I was seen.

* * *

His hands pin my wrists to the mattress. The same soldier from before—I never learn their names. His breath is hot whiskey and tobacco, washing over my face as he grunts above me. The bed creaks in protest with each thrust. I stare at the ceiling, counting cracks in the plaster. Thirteen. Fourteen. Fifteen.

"Turn over," he slurs, already flipping me like I'm nothing. A doll. A thing.

My stomach presses against the stained sheets. His fingers dig into my hips, pulling me up. I know what comes next.

"No," I say, the word strange in my mouth. I never say no.

"What?" His voice hardens.

I twist away, standing up beside the bed. "Not that. Anything else."

His face contorts, hand rising. "I paid for all of you, you little—"

The world explodes.

The floor bucks beneath my feet. The walls shudder. A sound so massive it feels solid slams through the room, throwing us both sideways. The soldier crashes into the dresser. I hit the floor hard, my elbow cracking against wood.

Silence for three heartbeats. Then screams from every direction.

"Air raid!" someone shouts in the hallway. "They're bombing the camp!"

The soldier scrambles for his clothes, his anger forgotten in the face of real danger. He doesn't look at me as he bolts through the door, still buttoning his pants.

Another explosion, closer. The window shatters inward, glass raining over the bed. Smoke billows through the opening. Orange light flickers outside—something nearby is burning.

I grab my dress, yanking it over my head. My hands shake so badly I can't find the sleeves. Footsteps thunder past my door. Women crying. Men shouting orders.

"Everyone out! Now!" The madame's voice rises above the chaos.

I reach for the door handle, then freeze.

The letters.

My gaze snaps to the loose floorboards. I can't leave them. They're the only proof that James existed. That I existed as something more than flesh.

I drop to my knees, prying at the boards with my fingernails. They won't budge. Panic makes me clumsy. I grab a broken chair leg and jam it into the crack, levering upward. The wood splinters, cutting my palm, but the boards finally give.

The box is there. I clutch it to my chest, turning toward the door just as another explosion rocks the building.

The ceiling groans. Cracks spider across the plaster. Dust rains down.

I stumble into the hallway. Smoke hangs thick, burning my eyes and throat. The madame is gone. Everyone is gone. I can hear shouting outside, but the brothel is eerily empty now.

"Hello?" I call, then double over coughing.

Heat pulses from the far end of the corridor. Flames lick up the walls, devouring the cheap wood paneling. The fire spreads faster than seems possible, hungry and alive.

I run the opposite way, toward the kitchen exit. My bare feet slip in something wet. Blood. Someone was hurt here. Recently.

The kitchen is a wall of flame. No way out.

I turn back, clutching the box tighter. The main entrance. It's my only chance.

The smoke thickens as I stumble toward the front of the building. I can't see. Can't breathe. I drop to my knees, crawling below the worst of it. The box drags in my arms, slowing me down.

My fingers brush something. A body. I recoil, then force myself to look. One of the younger girls—Mi-ja. Her eyes stare upward, empty. Blood pools beneath her head where a beam fell.

"I'm sorry," I whisper, crawling past her.

The front door hangs open. Beyond it, chaos. Soldiers running. Jeeps roaring past. The sky lit with searchlights and the flash of explosions.

I'm almost there when the ceiling gives way.

Wood and plaster crash down. I throw myself forward, the box flying from my hands. Papers scatter across the floor. The letters.

I lunge for them, grabbing wildly as flames lick closer. Six, seven—I'm missing one. There. Half under a burning beam.

My fingers close around it just as fire kisses my skin. I yank back with a cry, clutching the singed paper. It's wet. Red.

Blood. Not mine. It was already there, soaking through the words.

If I don't make it back, know this—you were the only real thing in this whole damn war.

James's handwriting. James's blood.

Another crash behind me. The building is coming down.

I stuff the letters into my dress and run, bursting into the cold night air as the brothel collapses in flames. People rush past, ignoring me. Another explosion lights up the sky to the north. The front lines. Where James would have been.

Days later, when the bombing stops, I hear the rumors. Captain Morgan's unit was ambushed. No survivors. His body never recovered.

I touch the letters hidden against my skin. The blood has dried brown, but the words remain. Proof that he lived. Proof that for a brief moment, I was more than what they made me.

The war ended that night. But so did the only thing that ever made me feel alive.
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