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WHEN BLAKE WEBSTER bent down to place the full pint glasses on the table, Nick had a clear but unmistakable view of her ample cleavage in the V-neck black crew shirt she was wearing. The bright green scarf tied in a jaunty bow around her neck only accentuated the creaminess of her skin, and he had to shift his gaze immediately to the embroidery on the upper right of her black T-shirt. Of course, he’d seen the pub’s logo a thousand times; it read The Hairy Lemon in green cursive just above a large yellow lemon, but he studied it like he’d never seen it before, trying to force his body to calm down.
He knew the waitresses wore more revealing clothing at other Irish pubs and thanked God that he didn’t have to endure seeing Blake in a tiny kilt and white stockings. If that had been the case, he wouldn’t make it through a happy hour without breaking down and begging her to touch him, or dragging the first asshole who made a lewd comment to her outside. His fist clenched in his lap, and he made a deliberate effort to relax, breathing out slowly and letting his hand fall open. None of that had happened, and she was right here in front of him. Safe and just his friend.
When she’d emptied her tray of drinks, she put her free hand on his shoulder and cocked her hip in his direction as she spoke to his friends Milton and Regina. He felt the weight of her hand pressing down on him, could feel the muscles in his shoulder knot with tension as he smelled the perfume she’d sprayed on her wrists. He could smell it over the spilled beer and remnants of the shepherd’s pie he’d ordered earlier. She liked perfume. She always had. Several years ago, when she’d worked at the perfume counter at Macy’s, he would stop by to see her, and she’d hold her wrist to his nose and ask him what he thought. He’d thought that he wanted to take her home with him and do unspeakable things to her.
She was so close. He wanted to pick up the hand she’d laid on his shoulder and breathe in the warmth of her. If she were his, he would kiss that wrist, feeling her pulse beneath his lips increase as he lingered. If she were his, he would pull her down to sit next to him and let her steal sips of his beer while his hand rested in the curve of her hip. If she were his, she wouldn’t be working in this pub while men stared at her.
She will never be yours.
He heard the voice in his head as clearly as he had for the past ten years. It wasn’t his voice—the words had been spoken by Blake’s first boyfriend, Keenan Shy—but the person who’d said it first didn’t really matter. Nick knew it to be true.
“So, where’re you going?” Blake half shouted across the table to his friends. She had to struggle to speak loud enough. Her voice, husky and damaged, was better suited to quiet, intimate settings.
His friend Milton and Milton’s girlfriend, Regina, were sitting at the table across from him, their backs to the line of people perched on stools at the bar. Bright green garlands of four-leaf clovers decorated the walls, leftovers from St. Pat’s on Tuesday. The owner, Kevin Hannegan, hadn’t gotten around to removing the decorations, and he’d probably been smart to leave them up—the usual Friday crowd seemed to be augmented with people who weren’t quite ready to let the raucous St. Pat’s party go. Shouts erupted periodically from a table of businessmen drinking Irish car bombs.
Regina, a pediatric oncologist at Boston Children’s Hospital, waited until the noise died down a little to answer. She smiled and slid Milton a look from beneath her lashes.
“He won’t tell me,” she said, raising her voice to be heard above the noise. “But I know we’re going on the yacht, so I really can’t say I care.”
Milton grinned broadly, his white teeth flashing in his olive-skinned face. He’d been annoyingly happy since he and Regina had become a couple about a month ago. Nick thought it was only a matter of time before Regina moved into Milton’s brownstone. Mentally Nick shook his head. He knew he wouldn’t handle someone—even someone he loved—living in his house very well, but Milton would probably be fine.
Roland, their other friend and CEO of the software company that he, Nick, and Milton had started after they’d graduated from MIT, was leaning back in his chair, scotch in hand, suit coat slung over the back of his chair. His ascetic face looked drawn, the frown lines at the corners of his mouth deeper than usual. He’d been disturbed since someone had hacked into their system a few months earlier and stolen some data pertaining to a government project they were working on.
“I don’t think I’d care, either,” Blake murmured and shifted her weight as if her feet hurt. “A week or two of sun and sparkling water and drinks on the deck sounds fabulous after all this rain.”
Nick did his best to banish the image that had sprung into his head. Blake, in a bikini, her long limbs slathered in suntan oil, big sunglasses hiding her slightly tilted green eyes, as she pouted at him with red, red lips. He owned a yacht. He owned two, actually, and a sailboat. She could laze away all her days half naked on the deck of his ship, or go sailing with him around tropical islands. Somehow he knew that she’d love the beach and the sand and the wind in her hair.
He swallowed and shifted away from her slightly. She moved with him, making it seem as if she did it unconsciously, but her hand tightened on his shoulder. She was messing with him. Again. She’d been messing with him for weeks now, ever since they’d helped Milton put on a magic show at the hospital for the kids.
Normally Blake liked to tease him. She would make him take her on roller coasters, or go shopping, or eat terrible food like Cronuts and drink sugary coffee drinks. She’d steal his car while he was out running and try to pick him up to go with her to Cape Cod. Sometimes she’d go so far as to call him handsome and try to give him advice on picking up women, but she’d never flirted with him the way she had lately. He wished he knew what the hell she was thinking.
“Any big plans this weekend?” Regina asked Blake. The two women got along surprisingly well—surprising since they had completely different backgrounds—but they weren’t best friends by any means.
Blake made an expansive gesture with her arm, including the bar and all its patrons, most of whom were watching March Madness on one of many large screens. “What? Bigger than all this?” she joked. “Actually, I do have plans this weekend.”
Nick couldn’t help himself. He looked up at her, a frown gathering between his eyes.
She didn’t return his gaze, but he knew she’d noticed his look. Noticed and was pleased, if the tiny smile on her lips was any indication.
“We’re working on a little project,” Roland chimed in, letting his chair fall forward so that once again all four legs were on the floor.
Nick’s gaze swung to Roland. A project? Roland had grown up with Blake, more or less, and sometimes Nick was a little jealous of how much she turned to his friend. Why didn’t she ask me for help with this project? He swallowed his irritation. She was his friend. Roland was his friend. All of them were friends. There was no reason to get upset.
Blake patted Nick’s shoulder as if to soothe him, and he realized that he’d grown tense, his shoulders hunched. He forced himself to relax, breathing deeply in and out through his nose. He would meditate tonight, maybe run through some of his forms, or go on a long run, hopefully clearing his mind of all thoughts of Blake Webster.
“He’s actually helping me with something,” Blake clarified cheerfully. “I’ve decided to change my life.”
“Oh, yeah?” Milton quirked an eyebrow. “You’re not thinking of becoming a pickpocket, are you? While you’re not bad, the little pack of little thieves I know from Harvard Square would eat you alive if you tried to horn in on their turf.”
Blake was actually an excellent pickpocket—Nick knew from experience. Not only did she sometimes steal his wallet without him knowing and then make him meet her somewhere to get it back, but he’d seen her in action with Milton and Roland back when they’d all first met over ten years ago. Nick, Milton, and Roland had been college students at MIT, and Blake had tended bar in the neighborhood near their apartment, but she’d been taught sleight of hand and pickpocketing by Roland and his cousin, Keenan, who was her boyfriend at the time.
Back then, Milton had performed magic tricks for a little extra cash in the public squares around campus, sometimes borrowing Blake as a lovely assistant, but now he did it for fun, or to entertain the kids at the hospital. Nick had even gone with him to Harvard Square a few times over the past few years, assisting with the tricks that required more than one person. Becoming a billionaire hadn’t changed Milton all that much—hadn’t really changed any of them. They were still tech nerds, building software programs for the company they owned, and they were still best friends, even after all these years.
“No,” Blake responded to Milton. “I’ve decided that I want to work with charitable organizations to raise money. I’m going back to school.”
As she spoke, her mouth firmed and her eyes narrowed. She meant it. Nick wasn’t surprised, not really. He’d seen how much she’d enjoyed working with the kids at the hospital and known that watching them struggle with life-threatening diseases had affected her deeply. Still, she could have come to him just as easily as she’d gone to Roland. She never did, though.
Over a year ago, when she’d gotten beaten up by her last boyfriend, Phillip, she’d shown up on Roland’s doorstep, so bruised and bloodied that he’d immediately taken her to the hospital. Nick’s hand tightened into a fist again. Why couldn’t she see these dickheads for the scum they really were?
Nick knew within three minutes of meeting one of her boyfriends that the bastard would hurt her. He knew it the way he knew his own face in the mirror. But she didn’t seem to learn, and she never listened to him when he tried to tell her.
Keenan had nearly killed her ten years ago, but even Nick hadn’t realized how dangerous the man could be. Her second boyfriend, Carlos, had terrorized her by following her around everywhere, taking her phone, or locking her up when he felt she was doing something he didn’t like. Often, neither Nick nor Roland would be able to get ahold of her. She wouldn’t call them back for fear of Carlos. She’d finally realized she was in trouble, though, and asked for help getting away from him.
Her last boyfriend, Phillip, had been the worst. He hadn’t left marks on her, not at first. Nick actually wasn’t sure what all he’d done to her, but the sparkle in her eyes had been noticeably absent while that asshole had been in her life.
And during this time, Nick had been forced to stand by and watch it happen. He had no right to tell her whom to date; he knew that. Still, he and Roland had occasionally threatened, cajoled, or bribed some of the assholes she met into looking elsewhere, and when she finally did come to them for help getting away from the ones she was involved with, he and Roland had made sure that they never bothered her again. Well, with the exception of Keenan. None of them, including the police, had been able to locate Keenan since he’d disappeared.
The small crowd in the pub roared in enthusiasm as one of the teams scored, and the table of car-bomb drinkers cheered as well. “That’s great.” Milton stood up and worked his way through the crowd of people to give her a hug.
She returned it, removing her hand from Nick’s shoulder, and he took a deep breath in both relief and disappointment.
When Milton released her, she kissed his cheek. “Thanks, Milton.”
Nick fought an insane urge to stand up and punch his friend in the face.
“Well”—she smiled cheerfully—“I better get back to it. See you later.”
Nick watched her go, enjoying the view of her heart-shaped backside even as he bristled at the looks that followed in her wake.
She looked back once, directly into his eyes, and gave him a saucy wink.
His own eyes narrowed. She was definitely up to something.

Blake let out a shaky laugh as she wove her way back to the waitress station. She was playing with fire and she knew it, but that was all part of her new life direction.
Grabbing an empty tray from a stack near the door to the kitchen, she began loading frosty pint glasses filled with various amber, gold, and dark brown beers. Shouts erupted again from the fans watching the games, and she mentally crossed her fingers that the tips would be good tonight.
She refused to let Roland and the others leave her tips. They’d gotten her this job, they’d helped her find an apartment—she wasn’t about to take their money. Lifting the tray easily with one hand, she carried the drinks to a table crowded with regulars—mostly businessmen from the offices nearby. They cheered again when they saw her.
“Perfect timing, as always.”
She smiled wryly. “It’s not that hard. Don’t let the bottom of the glass show before there’s another drink on the table.”
“That’s right,” they agreed, nodding cheerfully. They were mostly young men, faces flushed with drink and the excitement of the game. Handsome enough, but to her eyes—which were admittedly older than her thirty-two years would indicate—they seemed very young indeed. But then, she’d been young. Young and stupid and willing to give her love and trust to any man who said he needed her. She was no one to judge.
With a bright smile that nevertheless meant business, she deposited the full pints on the table and gathered up the empties, strategically avoiding the dark-haired kid with the cruel mouth. He’d never been rude, but there was a look in his eyes that she didn’t like—especially after a few pints—and she’d gone down that road enough to be wary.
“All right, boys.” She hefted the tray full of empties. “I’ll be back in a bit.”
They watched her leave—most men did, but now she paid them no mind. There was only one man who interested her this evening, and he was currently scowling at her. He was usually scowling at her, which was why she felt safe picking him for her plan.
His dark blond hair was getting long again and starting to curl at the ends where the sun bleached natural highlights. She knew he’d get it cut before the end of next week—in all the years she’d known him, he’d never liked his hair long enough to curl.
He wasn’t conventionally handsome. His face was triangular in shape, with a high forehead, a slight widow’s peak, and a crooked nose. But his eyes were almost turquoise blue, like pictures she’d seen of the ocean in the tropics, and a dimple dented the right corner of his mouth when he smiled. She didn’t see the dimple often, which was why she liked to tease him. Sometimes, if she tried hard enough, she could get him to smile fully, and the dimple would flash. When it did, it always made her catch her breath, astonished by the beauty of him.
He didn’t like to express emotion, though. Her Nick preferred to be calm and in control, with a routine that he followed most days. Up at four for a run every morning, and some kind of physical training in the evenings. The man had more discipline in his little finger than she had in her whole body. He ran marathons for fun, for God’s sake. Who did that?
Still—she licked her lips absently—surely that meant he had endurance for all kinds of things. Why hadn’t she ever thought about Nick this way before? Did he think about her? She wasn’t sure. Sometimes it seemed like he did. She would look over and catch him watching her with a dark and intense interest in his gaze, but then the look would be gone, and he’d be treating her with the same calm big-brother-esque attitude as always.
A wicked smile curved her lips, but she dragged it under control before he caught her. He knew she was up to something and it was unsettling him. Good; the only way she could get a genuine emotional response from him was when he was unsettled. And she’d decided that she wanted an emotional response from Nick. She wanted him, though she’d only realized it recently.
Back when they’d first met at the bar near MIT, Nick had seemed like a kid to her. He’d been quiet, a little brooding—not like Roland or Milton, who were both charmers, though in completely different ways. He’d never flirted with her, or told her she was beautiful, like all the rest of the college guys, and he’d certainly never made a move on her. But he’d always been around, looking out for her, and had tried to defend her once, when Keenan had shown up at the bar after her shift.
She felt her shoulders tighten at the memory and shuddered just a little. She never thought of Keenan Shy without a sickening feeling of wrong invading her stomach. She’d been so weak for so many years.
Well, no more. She wasn’t going to get involved with any more abusers. She wasn’t going to get involved in a relationship, period. She was going to take things slow, as her therapist suggested, and find someone she could relax with, and rebuild her confidence after the damage Phillip had done. She had always enjoyed sex before, and she wanted to enjoy it again. Nick, with his calm control and hot eyes, was the perfect person to help her. There was no one she trusted more than her friends, but he was the only one she was attracted to.
Chin jutting out, she loaded up yet another tray. She was going to reclaim her sexuality, her confidence, and her life, and Nick Cord was going to help her, whether he liked it or not.
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NICK WAITED SILENTLY across the street as Blake helped close the Hairy Lemon with the other waitresses and the owner. The streets of Faneuil Hall were empting out—the shops and kiosks long since closed—and he was the only person outside within several blocks. He couldn’t see inside the bar—the two small windows at street level were made of rectangular panes of thick yellowish glass that showed only shadows moving back and forth—but he imagined that she’d removed the apron from around her waist and changed into the motorcycle boots that she said made her feel invincible. The cold winter was hanging on despite it being nearly mid-March, though it was supposed to warm up this weekend.
He should have been cold. His wool coat wasn’t particularly warm and the air was humid enough that his hair and clothes felt damp, but he was good at ignoring discomfort—a gift from his childhood—and he didn’t let it bother him. When his father would go out on fishing trips, he was often left to fend for himself to find clothes or pay the heating bill. He’d learned the hard way that he could survive most deprivations, though he hadn’t had to worry as much once Professor Sherman Jensen had moved into the apartment next door. A retired professor from MIT, Dr. Jensen would feed him and teach him how to program computers.
Without the professor, he never would have gone to MIT and met Roland and Milton, or Blake, for that matter. One night during their sophomore year, Roland had dragged him and Milton out to meet Keenan and a friend from Watertown, or Wattatown, as the locals called it, an ethnically diverse neighborhood on Boston’s east side. He’d told them Blake had gotten a job near campus, and she’d told him to come by for a free round of drinks. When they’d arrived at the bar, she’d been bent over a jukebox, her ass on perfect display in a pair of tight jeans, and wearing a pair of black stilettos. Nick had stopped in his tracks and Milton plowed into the back of him. Roland had nimbly sidestepped.
“Hey, gorgeous,” Roland had called out from behind his friends.
She’d straightened and turned, her eyes flashing briefly at someone in the corner, but then she recognized Roland and her shoulders relaxed. She’d smiled, a warm, bright smile that had affected Nick like the line going taut on his fishing pole. He’d tensed, and every part of him had focused on her, on the pretty girl with the generous smile.
“Roland,” she’d said with a chuckle, “about time you got here. Keenan’s been waiting.”
Nick remembered that he couldn’t move, that he’d been unable to look away from her face, from the green eyes, and her full, pouting mouth. Mischief had danced in her expression, making her seem approachable in spite of her beauty.
For Nick, she was a complicated knot that he wanted to figure out, a construction of grace and beauty that was meant for some purpose he’d yet to understand or define. Nick studied knots, their various uses and forms, a habit that had started when he was a kid, and which he’d carried with him into adulthood and into his studies of computers and mechanics. To him, the perfect knot could solve almost anything.
Keenan had approached then, spreading his arms as if he were lord and ruler and welcoming them into his castle. At first, the handsome young man with the lean face and high forehead had seemed like a rougher, but still charming, version of Roland. He’d laughed and clapped Nick on the back and said, “Isn’t she beautiful?” He’d nodded at Blake with a satisfied, possessive smile.
Nick had frowned, not sure whether to agree or not. She was beautiful, but she’d been standing right in front of them, and Keenan spoke of her like she was a ship or a new car he’d just won in a card game. Nick had met beautiful women before; his father had attracted women easily and had just as easily driven them away, but he’d never looked at them the way Keenan looked at Blake, as if she were utterly and completely his possession.
“You are very beautiful,” Nick had said to her directly, his tone calm and lacking in any hint of flirtation.
Blake had sent another quick glance at Keenan and said, “Thanks,” but when Keenan turned away, she’d given him a real smile, thanking him silently.
It wasn’t until later, when they’d all had a few drinks, that Keenan had pulled Nick aside and said, “She will never be yours, you know.” Even the friendly tone he’d used hadn’t disguised the menace that lurked in the tight lines at the corners of his eyes or the cruel twist to his mouth.
Nick realized that he’d grown tense again, his own face tightening in rage, and he deliberately relaxed as he continued to wait for Blake. He’d taken to making sure she got home safely for the past year. At first he’d just shown up, but she’d insisted that she didn’t need a guardian, that she could take care of herself, so Nick had stayed hidden, watching from a distance to make sure no one bothered her.
Every time he thought about giving her the space she requested, he’d flash back to how she’d been hurt by Phillip: black eyes, cracked ribs, and lacerations across her chest, belly, and thighs. She’d been raped, and she’d cried in her sleep while he sat in the chair in her hospital room, red-eyed and livid with a rage that seemed to seep into his bones. If he hadn’t made sure she was okay each night, he would never be able to sleep at all.
The door to the bar opened and Blake stepped out. She’d let her hair down and put on her jacket.
“Night, everyone,” she called back inside, and stepped onto the sidewalk. The entrance to the upper floors of the squat three-story building where she lived was around the side in an alley, up a flight of stairs. There was a light installed above the entrance that gave off a dim yellow glow.
Giving no indication that she saw him standing in the shadows across the street, she shoved her hands in her pockets and removed the key to her door, walking briskly around the corner and up the short steps.
However, when she reached the door she stopped, frozen, and he could see nothing but the shape of her silhouette against the light. She was too still, like she’d heard or seen something that scared her. His instincts kicked in. Something was wrong.
He didn’t think, he just moved, gliding across the street, weaving between cars as he made his way over to her with single-minded ferocity. When he reached the bottom of the steps, she turned suddenly and put one hand on her hip.
“I knew it,” she said in her low voice, but she didn’t sound angry. If anything, she seemed resigned, even a little amused.
Nick stopped where he was and eyed her warily. “What do you know?”
“I knew you were still following me.” She turned away from him to unlock the door and disappeared into her apartment. He waited, but the door didn’t shut behind her—she’d left it open in unspoken invitation.
He hesitated. He made it a personal rule to avoid situations that hinted at strong emotions. She didn’t seem irritated with him, but she could be tricky that way. One minute as calm as a glassy sea, the next a tempest.
“You’re letting all the cold air in,” she called from inside the apartment, her damaged voice straining a little to be heard.
He immediately went inside and closed the door firmly behind him, locking it and jiggling the knob to make sure it was secure. She also had a chain and a separate internal-only dead bolt. He made sure to engage both. He would make sure she made a habit of it as well. This wasn’t a bad part of town, but that didn’t mean much anymore.
He glanced around the small entryway, noting the small narrow table she’d put along one wall with a mirror above it. A hat rack stood next to it. She’d hung up her coat and scarf. He did the same, though it was cold in the apartment, studiously avoiding looking in the mirror. He was afraid he’d see the lust that lurked beneath the surface of his control. If he had any sense of self-preservation he would leave now, but curiosity, the one emotion that had the power to make him act irrationally, drove him to continue into her living room. The apartment wasn’t big—he’d been in it once with Roland while she was still in the hospital, checking to make sure that all the appliances worked, the plumbing was sound, and the windows and doors were secure. They’d chosen it because it was close to their offices and because it was a place she would accept. Unfortunately, she wouldn’t live in any of the high-rise penthouses they would have happily ensconced her in. She insisted they were her friends, not her sugar daddies.
The living room and half bath took up most of the left side of the apartment, with windows looking down onto the street in front of the Hairy Lemon. To his right was a wall—on the opposite side of which was her bedroom, but beyond it was the kitchen. She’d added curtains to one small window that looked out to another building, an alley below. Heat emanated from an old-fashioned steam radiator below the windowsill.
She was nowhere to be seen, so he assumed she’d gone into her bedroom to change. He tried not to think about that—tried not to think about how she would look as she stripped off her black uniform, bare skin gleaming, full breasts swaying as she moved.
He exhaled sharply through his nose and wandered deliberately into the living room. Her furniture was a mismatched collection of antiques and more modern pieces. All of it looked clean, but worn. She’d thrown a colorful afghan over a gold velvet couch that had managed to survive since the seventies. Modern end tables flanked each side, and an overstuffed armchair in deep green sat at a conversational angle nearby. Too agitated to sit, he wandered over to the windows.
Her blinds were open, the curtains drawn to the side. Stepping close to the window, he looked down at the street below. She needs to shut these blinds, he thought. Anyone can look in and see her walking through the apartment.
Shoving the thought aside, he checked the locks on all the windows and lowered the blinds.
“I like them open,” she said from behind him.
He turned and blinked when he saw she was wearing her favorite sweatshirt, an old one of his from MIT, pajama pants, and striped wool socks. For some reason, he’d expected her to put on something silky and revealing—or maybe that was just wishful thinking on his part.
“I know,” he replied, wanting to irritate her a little. Maybe she’d tell him what she was up to if he annoyed her enough. Their friendship, while long-lasting, had never had the friendly back-and-forth of the one she shared with Roland or Milton. They’d never lectured her when she’d gotten involved with yet another abusive asshole, or grown so frustrated with her choices that they’d refused to speak to her, as he had on numerous occasions.
She rolled her eyes. “Of course you do. Want some tea?”
Nick felt his jaw tighten and deliberately breathed out in an attempt to relax. Whatever she was up to, he wasn’t going to get annoyed and yell at her. Not this time.
“All right,” he agreed.
She looked at him for a moment, her green eyes studying his face. He held still beneath her gaze.
She touched the scar on her neck self-consciously and turned away from him, walking toward the kitchen. “Hmm.”
What did that mean?
Wary, he followed her into the kitchen, taking a seat at a small two-person dining table decorated with a blue vase and a bunch of daises.
He watched her slow, graceful movements from his seat as she filled an electric kettle with water from the tap. Her hands were long-fingered and elegant as she reached for two teacups—mismatched, but colorful—with white saucers. He found himself fascinated by what seemed to be a ritual as she placed tea bags on each saucer.
“Sugar and cream?” she asked him, and he heard her words as though she’d spoken through water, blinking at the almost ethereal beauty of her as she stood in the warm light of the small chandelier hanging from the ceiling in the kitchen.
“No, thank you.”
She nodded, and for a moment there was nothing but the sibilant sound of the water heating in the kettle and the soft whoosh as she opened the refrigerator and removed milk for herself.
Why wasn’t she talking? It seemed like she was always talking, making people feel comfortable, included. She had a knack for it. But she was making no effort now. She even kept her head angled away from him slightly, like she didn’t want him to see her face.
“I think it’s great . . . you going back to school.” He tapped his fingers on the table. His voice sounded rusty.
She shrugged. “It’s about time, really. Waitressing, selling perfume, and working in an office aren’t what I want to do with my life. I’d like to help people.” She considered it. “And throw parties.”
Hoping she’d say more, he waited patiently, silently. Silence bothered people. They always talked eventually.
She didn’t seem inclined. Instead she added milk and sugar to her cup with the precision of a longtime bartender before she put the milk away again.
The water in the kettle came to a boil with a low rumbling sound and a hiss of steam. She removed it with a quick jerk of her wrist.
“You mentioned wanting to work for charities. Is there anything else?”
Pausing as she moved back toward the teacups, she sent him a wry glance. “You always were too perceptive for your own good.”
She poured the water over the tea bags, concentrating fully on the cups in front of her, so fully that he suspected she was nervous about something. His stomach tightened. What was she up to? He hoped like hell it didn’t have anything to do with a new man.
The silence went on long enough that he was surprised when she suddenly said, “I’ve decided to change a few other things in my life.”
Nick leaned back a little in his chair, trying to see her face. She was stirring the tea now, letting it steep.
“Like what?” he asked finally, not certain he wanted to know.
She shrugged. “I’ve figured out what I want and what I don’t want.”
Nick grimaced. He hoped she wasn’t going to tell him to stop making sure she got home safely. He didn’t think he could manage it yet. “So what do you want?” He hoped it was help with tuition or a job working for Accendo in charitable giving or something. If money was the issue, there was no problem.
She turned to him finally and set the kettle aside on the counter. “You sound terrified.” Smiling as she picked up the two cups and saucers, she carried them to the table and sat across from him. “Are you afraid I’ll make you go karaoke-ing again?”
Nick shuddered at the memory. If he never heard “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun” again, it would be too soon. His tea, an amber honey color, looked too hot to drink, but he took a sip anyway, letting the heat burn all the way down and distract him from the soft look in her eyes, the perfect pink pout of her lips.
“Blake, seriously. What is it you want?”
She wrapped her hands around her own cup, as if she were cold, and her neatly manicured nails tapped against the porcelain. “I want sex.”
Nick choked on his tea, and set his cup down with a loud rattle. “What?” He coughed.
“You heard me,” she said mildly, smiling a little at his expense.
Her cheeks were flushed. She wasn’t nearly as blasé as she appeared, but then she lifted her eyes to meet his . . . and they were direct, fierce, and more than a little frightened.
Shit.

Blake knew she should feel bad about shocking him, but the flabbergasted look on his face was just so unlike him that she felt her nervousness fade, just a little. She was enjoying this, she realized, enjoying the knowledge that she’d discomfited this superior, self-composed, insufferably calm man just by mentioning the word sex.
He leaned back away from the table. “You want sex.”
Hadn’t she just said so? Blake lifted her chin in response. “Yes.”
His nostrils flared just a little and his eyes narrowed. “So get laid. I imagine there’s any number of men that want you.”
His mouth had tightened progressively as he spoke, and his hands had curled into fists. He certainly wasn’t pleased with his suggestion. Blake wasn’t pleased with it, either, but she didn’t see why it would bother him so much.
“You think I should just fuck someone I don’t care about?”
His body tensed even more, as if someone were drawing him tighter and tighter, like a knot slowly being pulled into place. “Works for me,” he muttered, but his eyes looked away from her face.
Blake slumped a little. After all the times he’d lectured her about her choices over the years, she hadn’t expected him to be indifferent to the idea of her hooking up with some random stranger. She’d never done that in her life. She’d always thought she was in love when she’d gotten involved with someone.
She’d loved Keenan, or she’d thought she had. He’d been so confident and handsome and charming; at first she’d thought she was overreacting to the small cruelties that had come her way. Carlos had made passionate overtures and claimed he was mad for her. Phillip had said no one had ever made him feel like she had, but then he’d do things like drug her wine and let other men touch her. The experience had left her confidence shattered, but she’d been rebuilding it slowly.
Of the three, Keenan had damaged her the most because she’d done something that she’d known was wrong—she’d stolen from her friends because he’d convinced her that he’d hurt them otherwise. Hurting them had been worse than getting hurt herself.
She still paid for that mistake each year when he sent her a letter reminding her that she was his, and that he intended to reclaim her someday. She shuddered. She’d never told her male friends about the letters. They—especially Nick and Roland—reacted so badly to any mention of Keenan. She wasn’t sure what they would do, but she turned every letter over to Boston Police Detective Maura O’Halloran.
She knew she’d proven time and time again that she couldn’t be trusted. He was right about that. Even in between her relationships, she’d seemed to attract men who wanted her as a trophy or sex object. So why was he suggesting that she just pick some random person? With her luck, she’d end up with a serial killer.
He leaned forward and reached for her wrist, tugging her hand away from her mug of tea. “I’m not saying be stupid, or just pick anyone, but for once don’t fall in love with one of these assholes. It’s just sex, tell yourself that.”
For a brilliant man, he could be remarkably stupid. He’d wrapped both his hands around hers and seemed to be almost pleading with her. His palms were callused, strong, his fingers long with well-shaped nails. He’d held her hand in the hospital after Keenan had hurt her, and last year when Phillip had lost his temper and beaten her. He even held her hand when she made him take her to see scary movies on Halloween. She’d always liked his hands.
“I can’t just tell myself that,” she muttered, tugging her hand away. “If it were that easy, I would have already done it.”
He looked down at his teacup, then back to her face, his eyes wary. “So why tell me?”
Blake swallowed. That was the kicker. She couldn’t sleep with some random stranger, and she didn’t want to make the mistake of falling in love with another abusive jerk, but she did want to feel normal. She wanted to have sex without worrying that she was falling into another abusive relationship. She wanted to have sex without the element of fear that had always pervaded her relationships, sex without the expectation of violence.
“I was hoping you’d . . .” She trailed off, hoping he’d just take the hint.
He stared at her, cheekbones flushed, eyes bright. “You were hoping I’d what?” he asked harshly, daring her.
He was going to make her say it. Fine. She wasn’t a coward. Well, she had been, but she wasn’t going to be anymore. She wet her lips and watched as his eyes involuntarily followed the motion.
“Fuck me,” she said shortly, and pretended to take a sip of her tea even though her cup was empty. Her heart was racing.
His eyes had widened, and his pupils, already large in the dim light of the hanging lamp overhead, seemed to expand nearly to the edge of his irises, hiding the bright blue. His jaw tightened, and she shivered, just a little, at the lust she saw on his face. He did want her. More than she’d realized or expected. She hadn’t considered—
“No,” he said and stood abruptly. “Find someone else.”
His lean body was already in motion, flowing smoothly out of her kitchen with the taut efficiency of the athlete he was, but no amount of grace could change the fact that he was running away from her. Running away as quickly as he could manage it. It was funny, really. Nick Cord, running away from her.
She stayed where she was, pretending to sip her tea, knowing that he wouldn’t just leave without saying something more.
“Come and lock the door behind me,” he called down the hallway.
He would stand outside her door all night if she didn’t come and lock the door, so Blake stood and made her way down the hall where he waited, every line in his body drawn in harsh, straight lines.
Blake deliberately slowed her walk, wondering what would happen if she pressed herself against him. Would he push her away?
She hesitated. Before she could decide, he’d opened the door and shut it emphatically behind him. She didn’t hear him on the stairs, though, and knew he was waiting for her to lock the door.
Stepping forward, she turned the dead bolt and secured the chain, then rested her head against the door, listening to the crunch of salt and ice as he made his way down her steps.
When she couldn’t hear him anymore, she turned so that she was leaning back against the door and crossed her arms over her chest.
“Well, that sucked.” She sighed. Straightening, she headed back down the hallway to pour herself another cup of tea. She’d answered one question, at least. She hadn’t been one hundred percent sure he’d wanted her. She was sure now. She was also sure that if she wanted him, she was going to have to be the one to push for it.
It would be a new experience for her; she was sure of that much. She’d never deliberately set out to seduce a man in her life. She figured it was about time.



3

A WEEK LATER, Nick stopped by Boston Children’s Hospital to see Chuck, a twelve-year-old cancer patient, and some of the other kids he’d met helping Milton with the benefit they’d held a few weeks earlier. Milton and Regina had left on their vacation that morning, and Nick knew the kids would be disappointed that Milton wouldn’t be dropping by for his usual Friday magic show, when he usually performed tricks and gave away awesome gifts.
Nick had never involved himself much in Accendo’s charity work. He’d supported it, of course, but he hadn’t really had any particular passion. Milton was the one who’d directed most of the money and activities toward the children’s hospital, and Nick had been happy to help him when asked. But the magic show that Milton had helped the kids put on a few months ago had been special. Seeing their eyes light up at being able to do simple tricks had been a kick, and Nick had discovered that Chuck—unenthusiastic as he might seem sometimes—shared Nick’s affinity for the usefulness and beauty of knots.
So he’d decided to drop by today, just to check on everyone and maybe show Chuck and anyone else who was interested some new knots. He’d also brought some new video games, and Roland had sent over boxes containing a variety of toys, all labeled with the kids’ names. How the hell had Roland known what the kids would want?
Nick hadn’t asked. Roland had been moody lately, irritated about how long it was taking to get their latest security program running after they’d been hacked earlier in the year. He’d been on Nick’s case to get it completed, never mind that Nick had resolved the biggest hurdle in a successful test days ago. The security program, nicknamed MOMENT, had been Roland’s idea, conceived following the Boston Marathon bombing. It was intended to act as a warning device, reading the nonverbal signals that indicated someone planned to commit mass murder or destruction.
They hadn’t been able to build it without surveillance video to map and teach the software the nonverbal cues to look for, so Roland had approached the federal government with the idea of a collaborative effort. They’d managed to work out a deal and had nearly nailed the complex coding required when the hackers had attacked a few months earlier.
It had been a setback; the government had already been doubtful of Accendo’s ability to protect the surveillance information it had shared. It had taken all of Roland’s charm and his stepfather’s considerable political influence to keep the project alive, but no one was pleased that a hacker had managed to steal at least part of the code, especially since they hadn’t found the person or people behind the attack. Their only lead was that the hacker had been helped by one of Accendo’s former clients, a Russian gangster named Polzin.
Nick frowned, thinking about it. Whoever’d managed to hack their system either had help from inside, or had known them well. But who? And why? Most of their competitors in the security and decryption space would have no interest in a program that read nonverbal expressions looking for the indicators that would signal intent to do great harm. This project wasn’t like anything they’d done before.
“Nick.” He looked up to see Chuck waving him toward the doors to the entertainment room where Milton usually performed for the kids. Chuck had the frame of a football player, but he was too skinny by half, and his cheeks were puffy and slightly red from his chemotherapy treatments. He was older than the rest of the kids, and would undoubtedly move to the adolescent wing soon. He seemed to enjoy hanging with the little ones, but Nick was surprised to find him in the entertainment room without Milton being there. Nick didn’t know of any other scheduled activities at this time.
As he approached Chuck, Nick glanced curiously through the glass windows that separated the room from the main hallway and saw Blake, sitting with her back to him at one of the long craft tables. She’d gathered her hair into a tail high on her head and was wearing a denim jacket. He knew it was her from across the room and without seeing her face. No one else moved like her. A dozen or so other kids from the hospital surrounded her, all of them focused on some kind of project laid out on the table in front of them.
Nick greeted Chuck with their usual complex handshake greeting and tilted his head to indicate the racket coming from inside the room. “What’s going on in there?”
Chuck shrugged. “Miss Blake suggested that the kids draw pictures of shelter dogs to post on the website since Shaw the Magician is gone this week.”
“Did she?” he murmured, his gaze drawn back to her.
“Yeah, she and Emily thought of it. You know how much Emily likes the therapy dogs.”
Emily was a sprite of a girl with an outsized personality. He wasn’t sure what kind of cancer she was suffering from, but she didn’t seem to be getting any better. When the therapy dogs came to visit, she was always the first to pull one of the smaller ones into her lap.
He knew Blake was worried about her. She’d probably asked Emily what she wanted to do while Milton was gone and had suggested something that would make the kids feel powerful. Since he hated being powerless himself, Nick understood that doing something helpful could be more valuable than simple entertainment, but he hadn’t expected Blake to understand that. He hadn’t really understood it until he’d seen how the kids had reacted to learning Milton’s tricks.
Nick gestured to the backpack that he’d slung over his shoulder. “I brought the rope to practice some knots, but if you’d rather—”
Chuck was already shaking his head. “I can’t draw.”
Nick shrugged. “Neither can I.”
Chuck let the way into the room. The noise level, loud enough from the outside, increased exponentially as they stepped inside. The kids weren’t just drawing pictures of the dogs. They were watching videos of shelter dogs on several iPads, laughing and clapping as the dogs barked and received toys and praise from the shelter operators.
Chuck picked a table a little removed from the others and Nick set the bag down for him. “I’ll just go talk to Miss Blake for a second. I’ve already tied a few of the knots for you. See if you can duplicate them.”
Chuck had already started pulling knots and various lengths of rope out of the bag. Nick considered him for a moment, wondering what it was about knots that fascinated the kid. His own fascination had started when he’d worked on his father’s fishing boat as a kid, but he knew not many people shared this interest.
Blake was sitting with her hands clasped in front of her on the table, smiling broadly at the kids showing her their drawings. She looked effortlessly cool and springlike, with a grass-green scarf tied around her neck and a white button-down shirt beneath her denim jacket.
He was staring—he knew he was staring, but all he could think about was the determined look on her face when she told him she wanted him to fuck her. Fuck her. Her words, the ways she’d looked, had made him restless all week. He’d spent several hours in the dojo every day and run himself to exhaustion every night, but he still hadn’t been able to sleep. He’d even resorted to calling her after work to make sure she’d arrived home okay rather than getting within a mile of her.
Now she glanced at him, but didn’t say anything. He squatted down next to Emily sitting across from Blake, her tiny ears sticking out from the sides of her bald head, a nasal tube connecting her to the oxygen tank at her side.
“Hey, Em,” he said gently. She reminded him of a doll, with her tiny, delicate frame. She was drawing a picture of a brown dog with small round black eyes and an engaging grin on his face—a picture of the animal was sitting on the table in front of her.
“Hi, Nick.” She smiled at him, displaying small, square teeth. “This is Joey.” She handed him the picture she’d drawn, and he studied it carefully. She’d captured the shape of the dog’s face and the round eyes.
“This is wonderful. He’s sure to get adopted now,” he assured her gravely.
She nodded cheerfully. “I know.”
Smiling at the girl’s confidence, Nick looked up and met Blake’s eyes, not sure what to expect exactly. Coolness? Irritation?
She didn’t seem upset, or even irritated with him. She was still smiling, but her eyes seemed heavy-lidded, slumberous, and her gaze kept falling toward his mouth. Blake Webster was looking at him as if she found him the most desirable person in the world. He had a hard enough time being around her when she wasn’t staring at him as if she had been on a diet for two weeks and he was a piece of chocolate cake.
He felt his breath catch in his throat. She was seducing him. He stood abruptly and took a step back, but managed to keep from an outright retreat.
“If you have a few minutes when the kids head back to their rooms, I’d like to talk to you,” he told her. He sounded like an ass—he could hear it in his voice. An uptight ass.
“All right,” she agreed, her green eyes amused, her smile turning slightly mocking.
He swallowed, careful to keep his breath even, his heart rate calm and controlled as he walked back over to Chuck and took a seat across from the kid.
“You want an overhand loop, not an underhand, on that one,” he directed and nodded as the kid made the adjustment and continued with the knot. Underhanded. God, she didn’t know what she did to him when she looked like that—she couldn’t know. He wouldn’t allow her to know.
Grabbing on to the task of showing Chuck knots like the lifeline it was, he picked up a length of rope and tied a knot that he’d actually used when he’d gone fishing with his father—an anchor bend. It was difficult without an anchor to attach it to, but he managed, holding it up for Chuck’s inspection.
“What do you think this one is used for?” he asked the kid.
Chuck studied the knot, holding his own knot unfinished. “Well, it looks like you’re securing something to the end of the rope—and you have a backup knot . . .”
“It’s called an anchor bend. And there’s a backup knot because losing an anchor sucks.” Nick couldn’t help himself—he glanced back at Blake, only to find her watching him steadily.
“’Kay. What else could you use it for?”
Nick turned back to Chuck, untying the knot in his hands with practiced ease. “I’ve used it to tie balloons to tables, and once we used it at the office to make a flail.”
“What’s a flail?”
“You know, in video games, that weapon with the spiked ball on the end of a chain.”
“Oh, yeah.”
“We made one for office war games.”’
“Awesome. Wish we could do something like that here.” Chuck looked glumly around the entertainment room. The couches and comfortable chairs that normally filled the place were pushed to the side to make room for the folding tables and chairs the kids were sitting in now. The small stage in the front of the room was currently being used to hold an enormous screen for showing movies.
Nick considered the idea, but knew that most of the kids were in no physical condition to play war games, even the indoor-friendly variety. At Accendo, they’d had the games for an office Christmas party and had nearly destroyed the tenth-floor conference room. He didn’t see why he couldn’t help the kids create a game or an app, though, one that could be sold to raise money for the hospital. Something G-rated but fun.
“We might be able to do a virtual game. You should think about what you might want to do.”
“Yeah?” Chuck perked up.
Nick suddenly realized that he’d just suggested to a twelve-year-old that they create a new video game. He didn’t commit himself to projects like that. Milton did the charity work. Milton made promises to kids so sick that they might not make it through the year. The woman had him out of control.
“Well . . .” He hesitated, but even he was helpless against the hopeful expression on Chuck’s face.
“Sure,” he muttered. “Why not? But no blood and guts if the little ones are playing.” He could get the developers to help build it. They’d have a blast, and he’d pay them for their work, though he was sure some—if not all—would volunteer just for the chance to spend time making a video game.
“Man, Emily is going to want rainbows and unicorns.”
Nick nodded. The kid had a point. “You’re probably right on that one.”
Chuck sighed heavily. “Girls.”
Nick didn’t glance back at Blake this time, but he felt her gaze on the back of his neck. Women.

He had amazing shoulders, Blake decided, her eyes on his back as he helped Chuck tie knots at another table. He’d always liked knots, she knew. She’d been to his apartment, back when he and Roland and Milton were just millionaires, and had been surprised when she’d found out that he’d turned his dining room into a workroom. In addition to several computers he’d built and a few more in states of disrepair, he’d constructed small machines that did God knew what, and he’d tied knots, dozens and dozens of them, and had laid them out on a table. Milton had explained that knots were one of Nick’s things, that he used them when designing security codes.
Blake didn’t know what knots had to do with software code, but she’d accepted the explanation. All three of the men had quirks. Milton couldn’t keep still and was always making things disappear. Nick preferred control and calm and found knots fascinating. And Roland . . . Roland liked secrets. He collected them. She knew he had one of Keenan’s. Something that had infuriated Keenan—who had always been jealous of Roland, of the wealth and privilege that Keenan felt he’d deserved. Yes, she’d come to expect oddness in brilliant people like her friends, even if she didn’t always understand it.
She’d hoped Nick would come to the hospital today, but she deliberately hadn’t let him know that she’d be here. He’d have avoided the place, most likely, just like he did most confrontation. Anything to avoid messy emotional scenes. As he’d said before, he liked his life simple, uncomplicated, and structured.
Well, tough shit. She wasn’t asking him to complicate his life that much—she was just asking for his help getting laid. Surely if he was willing to fuck those insipid twits that he dated, he could fuck her.
“You okay, Miss Blake?”
Emily was staring at her, and Blake realized she was scowling at the picture of the dog in front of her. She shook herself a little to clear her head of thoughts about Nick Cord.
“I’m fine, sweetie,” she said to the girl with the slightly protruding front teeth and the bald head. “I was thinking about something else.”
The girl shrugged and went back to drawing her picture of Joey.

Thirty minutes later, Blake helped the kids get back to their rooms and tidied up the mess they’d made in the entertainment room. She secured the iPads in a small cupboard near the sink and the leftover snacks in a refrigerator in the far corner of the room, while Nick put away the knots and gathered up the drawings the kids had done.
“How are you getting these to the shelter?” he asked, his voice a little gruff.
He’d gathered all the drawings into a pile and put them neatly into a manila file folder. Where had he found a file folder?
“I was just going to take photos of them with my phone and email them at first, then ask to borrow your car to drive over to the shelter tomorrow morning.”
He grunted, which made her smile to herself. He didn’t like it when she “borrowed” his Subaru—mostly because she did it without asking. Boosting vehicles was a skill she’d retained from her days with Keenan—and generally only used to aggravate Nick.
“How are you getting home now?”
Her shift at the Hairy Lemon started at six. It was nearly three. She had plenty of time to catch the bus back toward Faneuil Hall and get to work on time, but she didn’t want to ride the bus . . . and he wanted to talk to her.
When she took too long to answer, he muttered, “Ride with me. Like I said, we need to talk.”
You’d think he was being forced to jump in the icy river from his tone, but Blake wasn’t offended. He could be as prickly as he wanted, as long as she got what she wanted in the end.
“All right,” she agreed, managing to sound as if she were doing him a favor. His mouth tightened and she snickered to herself. He was so fun to tease.
She gathered up the last of the supplies into a purple backpack, which he immediately took from her, and followed him out to the parking lot, where he’d parked his Subaru Outback. He was a billionaire and he drove a Subaru. She didn’t know why she found that attractive, exactly, but she did.
The chill March breeze cut through her coat and denim jacket despite the sunshine, and she wished she’d worn her gloves and a thicker jacket. When was this stupid winter going to end? It felt like it had gone on forever.
Nick started the car and opened the back to put the supplies inside. Blake hurried to the passenger door and hopped inside onto the tan leather, immediately pressing the button to turn on the heated seats. Hallelujah. Heated seats were, no shit, one of the best inventions ever.
Nick joined her a few minutes later, showing no signs of the cold even though he was only wearing one of his fisherman’s sweaters, the dark gray making his eyes seem an even deeper blue.
He shut the door and met her gaze.
Blake felt her lips part. God, he was handsome—and her heart, which was already jumpy, began thumping madly in her chest. Why hadn’t she ever noticed how good he smelled? His cologne was familiar, something really expensive that they’d never sold at the perfume counter at Macy’s.
His mouth opened as if he were going to say something, but he stopped, and his chest started rising and falling even more rapidly.
“Why me?”
Blake had the feeling that he hadn’t meant to ask that question. As it was, she wished he’d asked something else, anything else. The reason why had seemed straightforward to her at first. He was her friend, she was attracted to him, and he would never hurt her. But now there was something in his expression that made her hesitate, a hunger that she hadn’t expected.
“You’re my friend.” She swallowed, seeing how quickly his chest was rising and falling.
“Milton is your friend. Roland is your friend.”
Blake didn’t know how to explain. They were her friends, but she couldn’t sleep with them. Nick was different.
She looked away from the perceptive gleam in his eyes. “I’m not attracted to them.”
He went still next to her, as if he’d stopped breathing. She dragged her gaze back to his and raised her chin. “And they aren’t attracted to me.”
It was a risk, calling him on the desire that tightened his body—she hadn’t recognized it until recently, when she’d look over and see a spark of heat in his gaze while she was serving him a drink, how his gaze would stray to her chest when she wore a low-cut blouse, or how he always seemed to know exactly where she was, no matter who else was around. However, the moments never lasted long. He seemed to want to deny any attraction whatsoever.
He didn’t say anything—his mouth had tightened, and he seemed to be deliberately forcing air in and out of his lungs. “I’m attracted to a lot of women.”
She nodded. “I know that. But you’re still attracted to me. I want to be wanted and want someone in return. I want to not be afraid of sex.”
“They hurt you.”
His hands had curled into fists and the corners of his eyes had tightened.
Blake shoved at his shoulder. “Stop it. We’re not talking about them; we’re talking about me. Yes, they hurt me, but I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about wanting to fuck without worrying that I’m falling for another abusive asshole.”
He turned toward her and caught at her hands, keeping her from shoving him again. “You don’t know what I am, Blake. Or what I’m capable of.”
Blake was unimpressed. “Yeah, yeah. You’re big and bad and drive a Subaru. You’re Nick. My friend.”
“Blake—”
She leaned forward, curling her hands into his sweater, and dragged him down to her. “Trust me, please. Help me.”
He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing, and she did what she’d wanted to do for several months—she kissed him, pressing her lips against his fiercely.
He tasted like coffee and the popcorn they’d eaten while helping the kids, but he wasn’t kissing her back. She could sense his ferocious will as he battled his desire for her. She softened her lips, tasting him delicately with the tip of her tongue, dragging it slowly on the sensitive inside of his lower lip.
Using her teeth, she bit down, gently, dragging his lower lip through her teeth. “I . . .” She kissed the underside of his jaw, tugging him farther over the middle console. “Want . . .” She kissed one corner of his mouth. “To . . .” The other corner. “Fuck . . .”
He grabbed the back of her head, burying his hand in the hair beneath her ponytail and using his grip to tilt her head away from him. His eyes were blazing, his nostrils flaring.
“I can’t,” he said fiercely.
He released her and turned in his seat, gripping the steering wheel until his knuckles were white. “Put on your seat belt.”
Put on her fucking seat belt. That’s all he was going to say. He was sitting there like a damn statue, every muscle on total lockdown, his erection straining at the crotch of his jeans, and he wanted her to put on her fucking seat belt. Oh, Nick. It was so like him.
She closed her eyes, letting the humor of the situation wash over her. With a sigh, she leaned her head back against the headrest and dragged her seat belt across her chest, latching it with one hand.
“You’re too sexy to give up on, you know,” she said quietly. “And I like bothering you. I always have.”
His mouth tightened, but he didn’t say anything. He just started the car.
Blake eyed his profile, wishing she could get inside that head of his. “So, unless you tell me why, I’m going to keep bothering you until you give in.”
“You’re wasting your time,” he muttered tersely.
Blake felt a smile kick up one side of her mouth. Wasting her time. What a concept. She’d wasted so much time in her life. She knew what it meant to waste time, and what she was doing now, going after something she wanted, taking control of her life—that was the opposite of wasting time, especially because she was enjoying herself.
“It’s mine to waste,” she said without looking at him again.
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EARLY MONDAY MORNING, before the sun even started thinking about coming up, Nick swiped his access card to get into the gym at Accendo. He, Roland, and Milton had known that the only way they’d get in regular workouts was to make sure that a full gym, including showers and lockers, was on site. All Accendo employees were given access, and even bonuses for working out.
Roland was already there, taping up his hands in preparation to box. His wireless headphones were already in his ears.
Nick nodded at him without saying anything, though they’d both arrived at least an hour earlier than usual. The gym smelled of sweat, tea tree oil, and Windex. In one corner, suspended from the ceiling, a large TV played a twenty-four-hour news channel on mute, captions scrolling at the bottom of the screen.
Nick had worn his gi—the white uniform that he’d worn when he’d first started learning karate—and had brought clothes in a small gym bag. He crossed to the corner of the room, where the walls were padded and thick mats covered a good bit of the floor. He took off his shoes and set them next to the wall along with his gym bag, then he stepped out onto the mat.
Over an hour later, sweat dripped from Nick’s temples as he ran through his forms again, thrusting his hands out as if forcing away an enemy, every muscle taut and fierce. He’d earned his black belt several years earlier, but he practiced harder now than he ever had before, punching and kicking as if his life depended on it.
Across the room, Roland seemed to be exorcising some of his own demons, relentlessly working the heavy bag until his gray sweatshirt showed patches damp with sweat. He was lean, leaner than he had been even a few months earlier, and there were shadows under his eyes. Nick wondered what was so important about the theft of the software that Roland was losing sleep over it.
Closing his eyes, Nick moved back to his starting position and began the long set of defense moves again, visualizing his arms blocking an opponent, his kicks passing through his enemy’s ribs, head, stomach. Sometimes he pictured Keenan Shy, other times Blake’s last boyfriend, Phillip, but even the intense workout wasn’t enough to relieve the tension that had his head aching and his mood foul.
“You planning on telling me what’s eating you?” Roland asked from several feet away. He’d draped a towel around his neck and was drinking a bottle of water.
Nick finished his form and moved back to the starting position. As soon as he finished his bow, Roland tossed him a towel and a bottle of water. Catching both with a casual grace, Nick opened the water and drank deeply.
He wasn’t sure if he wanted to talk about Blake with Roland or not. Roland seemed to think of Blake as a little sister.
“What’s she done now?”
Nick looked at him. “Who?”
“Blake.”
Scowling, Nick roughly dried the sweat off the back of his neck. “What makes you think—”
“Gimme a break, Nick. No one can make you crazy the way she does.”
“Exactly,” Nick muttered darkly. “You know my policy on crazy. I like my life uncomplicated.”
Roland snorted. “So, what’d she do?”
Raising an eyebrow, Nick studied Roland’s face as they left the room and headed toward the elevator. They had executive bathrooms complete with showers that they used. There was such a thing as being too close to one’s employees.
“She didn’t tell you?” Nick thought Blake told Roland everything. Or it least it seemed that way sometimes.
Roland shrugged. “Nothing specific. She’s been seeing a counselor, looking into school. She seemed affectionate with you at the bar Friday before last.”
Nick heard the inflection Roland put on the word affectionate. “Yeah,” he agreed darkly.
“So what’s the problem?”
“She wants me to sleep with her.” She wants me to fuck her. Nick swallowed more water. She’d kissed him like she wanted to eat him alive. “Part of this life makeover.”
Roland remained expressionless, but Nick thought he caught a hint of amusement in the corners of Roland’s eyes.
“Think that’s funny, huh?” Nick clenched his teeth.
Roland shrugged. “I don’t think it’s the end of the world the way you seem to. You’re both adults.”
Sometimes Nick became painfully aware of the gulf between himself and his friend. Roland—though his biological father had been a criminal and a con artist—had been raised in wealth and privilege by his stepfather, a state representative for Massachusetts. Nick had been raised in South Boston by his alcoholic father and a series of substitute mothers, none of whom had ever lasted long.
“Some people aren’t cut out for relationships. I’m one of them,” Nick said simply. He’d said it many times before and in the past Roland, unlike Milton, had always agreed with him.
“Is that what she said she wanted? A relationship?”
She hadn’t. She’d said she just wanted to have sex without worrying that she was getting involved with another violent, controlling jerk. She didn’t realize that what she asked was impossible for him.
“Not exactly.”
Roland eyed him, his ascetic face thoughtful. “You’re worried because of how you feel about her.”
Nick felt his eyes widen. He’d never talked about it—never said a fucking word—but Roland noticed everything.
The truth was that Nick wasn’t sure how he felt about Blake—she was equal parts friend and fantasy, someone to protect and fear. She was complicated and messy and dangerous to him, to the calm that he’d learned to embrace. When he was around her, he felt off balance, out of control, and damn near crazy with the need to touch her, hold her, possess her.
“I like my life the way it is,” he muttered.
“Me, too, man,” Roland agreed, “but change isn’t always a bad thing. Look at Milton.”
Milton loved Regina, Nick knew that, but Milton had always been the most likely of the three of them to make a relationship work. He had the biggest heart.
“Think he’ll marry her?” Nick asked, mostly to change the subject.
Roland snorted. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s already asked.”
The two of them shook their heads in mutual affection for their friend—giant fool that he was.

Blake knew that Nick would probably avoid her for a little while, but when Roland walked through the door of the Hairy Lemon alone on Thursday evening, she fought not to show her disappointment. Roland met her eyes and shrugged, his eyes expressing sympathy. Blake gave him a rueful smile in return and made her way back to the bar to order him his usual scotch.
One of the other waitresses, Cindy, a fiery Italian from Chicago, caught her eye as Blake approached the serving station.
“Who’s the hottie?”
Blake glanced back to where Roland had taken a seat at a corner table, his tablet in hand. Roland was handsome, of course, but Blake wouldn’t ever have called him a hottie. It was too casual, too graceless a word for Roland. Nick—with his friendly good looks and shorter stature—was more of the hottie type.
Nick. Damn, she couldn’t get that kiss out of her head. “A friend,” Blake replied casually. It might be wrong of her, but she wanted better for her friends than a slutty waitress out to snag herself a sugar daddy. Not that Roland wasn’t perfectly capable of taking care of himself. He liked women—rather more than liked—but none of them ever really seemed to scratch the surface of who he was deep down.
“I know he’s your friend. And I know you’re not sleeping with him, so what gives?”
Shrugging, Blake picked up Roland’s scotch and some beers for a couple at a two-top. “His name’s Roland. You want a shot with him, go talk to him. I’m not his secretary.”
“I’d be his secretary,” Cindy purred, eyeing him.
Blake rolled her eyes. “’Kay. Well, good luck.” She walked away without waiting for a response. She dropped off the beers and cleared away a basket of fish and chips before making her way over to Roland’s table.
“Hey,” she said with a sigh, taking a seat next to him as she set down his scotch. He closed the cover on his tablet and set it near his elbow.
“Hey, yourself. You look tired.” He took a long sip of his drink, eyeing her.
“Pot. Kettle.” She waved a hand to indicate his dark-circled eyes. “What’s up with you lately?”
Blake really didn’t expect him to answer, but to her surprise he hesitated, his hand going to his wrist to grip his watch as he did when something was really bothering him. She was probably the only one who knew about that little quirk. Well, except for Keenan; he’d been the one to point it out to her.
“Blake, have you seen Keenan lately?”
She drew in a sharp breath and sat up straight. Think of the devil . . . “Keenan, no. Why would I?”
Roland leaned back a little and finished off his drink. “Because he’s here in Boston.”
Blake felt small needles prick the back of her neck and she shuddered involuntarily. “Why? Do you know why?”
He shook his head. “I think he has something to do with our systems getting hacked, but I’m not sure. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that he’s here now.”
His gaze was level with hers, his mouth a flat line. Blake swallowed. Once upon a time, she’d stolen something from Roland, Milton, and Nick, a design for an app, a game based on mazes and knots. She’d stolen it for Keenan, because he’d required her to take it. The boys believed she’d done it to avoid another beating, but the truth was, she’d done it to keep Keenan from hurting them. She knew he was more than capable of hurting—even killing—anyone he thought was standing in his way, including Roland, though they were cousins.
“He hasn’t spoken to me. I promise, Roland.” She also hadn’t received a letter this year. Usually she received them on the anniversary of the day he’d nearly killed her—Valentine’s Day. She’d hoped—stupidly, she saw now—that he’d given up tormenting her.
Roland nodded. “I didn’t think so, but you need to be careful, okay, sweetheart? He may not have been around for ten years, but you know he doesn’t forget.”
Or forgive, Blake finished silently. And that pretty much summed up Keenan. He wasn’t upset because she’d filed charges against him for nearly strangling her to death; he was upset because he’d considered her his property, and Keenan never liked to lose anything that belonged to him.
Blake adjusted the scarf she was wearing around her neck, making sure it was there, covering the scars that were a permanent reminder of that night. She couldn’t have forgotten it even if she’d tried. The incident was the crux on which her life had turned, the moment when she’d defied Keenan Shy and nearly paid with her life. She still had nightmares about it, though not recently, and would wake gasping for air and crying.
It had been a cold winter that year as well, and Nick, Milton, and Roland had created a software game and had just gotten an offer from one of the major game makers to purchase it. Quite an accomplishment, considering they were still in school. They’d been celebrating at the bar where she worked, and Keenan had been there, buying them drinks and patting them on the back for their success.
Once the three young men were thoroughly drunk, Keenan had pulled her to the side and said, very softly, “You’ve seen them working on that game, right?”
At the time, Blake had been surprised by the question. He knew that she hung out at their apartment sometimes. They’d been showing her how to use computers, trying to convince her to go back to school.
“Yes,” she’d replied, confused.
“Good,” he’d said quietly. “There’s a backup drive in your purse.”
“What?” Blake had frowned, confused.
Keenan, his face filled with a look of concern, had put a hand on her side and squeezed cruelly, pressing on the dark bruise that he’d given her earlier in the week.
“Remember what I did to Michael?”
Michael was a kid from the neighborhood. He’d gotten drunk and tried to kiss her. In retaliation, Keenan had framed the kid. He’d been arrested for robbing a convenience store a month ago and still hadn’t made bail.
Licking her lips, she’d said, “Yes.”
His eyes had flickered to where Nick and Milton and Roland were toasting. “I can do much worse.”
He had.
Blake realized she was touching the scarf around her neck and brought herself back to the present with effort, grabbing Roland’s hand.
“Does Nick know he’s in town?” She looked around, half expecting to see Nick all of a sudden, watching out for her as he always did.
Roland contemplated the ice cubes remaining in his drink. “I haven’t told him yet.”
“Do me a favor. Don’t, okay? It’s better if Nick stays away from me.”
Roland laid a hand on her wrist. “You can’t let Keenan mess with your life again, Blake. You have a plan. You have something you want. Don’t let him fuck it up.”
Blake pressed her lips together. “I’m not changing my plan; I’m just not going to involve Nick. It’s what he wants anyway.” Nick had said he wanted to keep his life simple. Getting him to have sex with her was one thing. Getting involved with him while Keenan was around was more than complicated—it was a complete mess. He didn’t deserve it. She’d invest in a good vibrator like other single women.
“Nick’s an idiot.”
“Yes,” she agreed. He was a control-obsessed idiot, but he was her friend, and Keenan had always taken special pleasure in taunting him. If she could keep him off Keenan’s radar, all the better.
“You said you think Keenan had something to do with the hackers that managed to get into Accendo?”
Roland nodded, his hand going to his watch again. “The hackers knew us, not just our code. There just aren’t that many people who have the skill to pull that off and would want to hurt us.”
Blake winced. “Could it have been anyone other than Keenan?”
Roland set his empty scotch glass on the table with a snap. “Maybe, but after searching for months, a few clues I found . . . no, I don’t think so.”
“I’m so sorry, Roland,” Blake said simply.
Shaking his head, Roland leaned back a little in his chair. “You know better than that. You don’t control Keenan. You never did.”
Blake looked away. She hadn’t controlled him, but she’d had control of herself. She’d thought she’d loved him. She’d thought he’d needed her. I’m an idiot. She pressed her lips together.
“I better get back to it. You want another drink?”
“No, I’m going to head back over to the office.”
Blake nodded and stood up. Roland caught her arm as she began to leave.
“You be careful,” he warned her. “I’m tempted to have you stay with me . . . or Nick. I never want to take you to the hospital again.”
Blake patted the hand gripping her forearm. “You won’t have to. I’ll be fine.” Mouth set, she walked back over to the bar. Her boss, Kevin, a balding man with friendly features and a thick neck, raised one bushy eyebrow at her as she approached. He held a steaming pint glass, fresh from the dishwasher he was unloading.
“Someone messin’ with you, Blake, honey?”
“I’m okay, but I need to head out a little early tonight.”
He looked around at the light Thursday crowd. “That’s fine. You’ve never asked for time off before.” He squinted at her through the steam coming off the washer. “You’re positive you’re okay?”
“Positive.”
“All right. Close out and let Cindy know to cover your section.”
“Got it.”
Roland left as she was closing out, much to Cindy’s irritation, if the glare she threw in Blake’s direction was any indication. Blake ignored her and finished tallying her checks and transferring her open orders to Cindy. Once she was finished, she went to the back to get her coat and purse from the employee break area near the alley entrance to the pub.
Hurriedly donning her coat, Blake pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and unlocked it, scrolling through her contact list as she left through the back door and walked to the corner, where another narrow alley cut between the buildings and out toward the main street.
She glanced around warily as the phone rang in her ear.
“Detective O’Halloran.”
“Maura, it’s Blake Webster.”
“Blake? Is everything okay?”
“Yes, I’m fine, but I just spoke to Roland—you remember my friend—and he said that Keenan is back in Boston.”
“Have you heard from him?”
Blake looked around as she approached Congress Street, looking for any threats and also for Nick, worried that he’d change his mind about avoiding her now that she wanted him to stay away.
She didn’t see him, so she kept walking and talking at the same time. “No, I didn’t get a letter this year, but you told me to call if I heard anything.”
“I’m glad you did. I’ll look into it. Do you have someplace safe to stay tonight?”
Blake intended to stay in her apartment for the moment. It wasn’t leased in her name, but in the name of a dummy corporation that Nick and Roland had created. That didn’t mean it was safe. Keenan knew where she was; his letters had found her every year, and more often than not they hadn’t been mailed but left on her door. Still, it’d been ten years and he’d never acted on his threats. Maura had suspected that he’d left the country ten years ago and hadn’t been able to return without risking arrest. Blake had begun to believe it, even though deep down she hadn’t trusted any threat of arrest to keep him away forever.
“Yes, I’ll be fine.” She sounded more confident than she felt.
“Okay, good. I’d like to talk to your friend Roland, as well. If he’s the one that has evidence of Shy being in Boston.”
Blake pursed her lips thoughtfully. Roland didn’t seem to care much for cops, and he hadn’t exactly gotten along with Maura O’Halloran when she’d been a uniformed officer and had ended up taking Blake’s statement ten years ago. Blake had shared the letters Keenan sent her, largely because Maura had another cold case connected to Keenan and she checked in with Blake periodically.
“I’ll ask him to contact you.”
“Good enough,” Maura said and hung up.
Blake hesitated for a moment with her hand poised above her phone. Part of her wanted to call Nick, wanted the security of knowing that she was safe. One thing she knew with absolute certainty: Nick Cord would protect her.
Blake closed her eyes. She didn’t want to need protection. Didn’t want to be seen like someone who needed to be protected. She wanted to be a normal person with a normal life. Was that too much to ask?
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IT WASN’T LIKE he was hiding, exactly. It was just that sometimes it was better to avoid conflict. Or so Nick told himself as he paced in his penthouse apartment. He didn’t spend much time in it, so it was neat and free of any personal clutter. His living room held a long modern couch in dark brown leather and a blue chair and ottoman. A massive flat-screen TV filled one corner and a stone fireplace dominated the wall across from the couch. He didn’t actually use either one that often. Generally, he only turned on the TV when Milton or Roland stopped by and wanted to play video games or look at code on the big screen.
He actually owned the entire building. He’d bought the old warehouse in the Waterfront District and hired a company to convert it into loft apartments several years earlier. He’d kept the two-story penthouse for himself and sold the rest, but he rarely stayed in it. He owned a couple of yachts, one that he lived on in the summer, and a jet that he used to fly to properties he owned around the world. Money had given him more space than any man needed, and yet sometimes he still felt like it wasn’t enough.
With an irritated shrug, he walked to the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the boats moored in the harbor, and looked out at the darkness. She wanted to fuck him.
His toes curled against the hardwood floors at the thought and he nearly groaned aloud. She wanted to use him for sex without fear of dependence or abuse . . . she wanted to experiment with him. Blake, naked in his bed, her beautiful breasts thrust forward, nipples tight.
Cursing, he turned away from the window. Damn, damn, damn.
He padded into his workroom, which was technically a formal dining room, complete with an extravagant crystal chandelier, but he’d lined one wall with long tables and a rolling chair. Milton had something similar that he’d put together in his finished attic, but Milton collected all manner of toys and projects, while Nick preferred to focus on one thing at a time. Right now he was designing an integration program that would join one of their decryption software models to a facial recognition program using a blood knot as a model for the underlying structure. He’d tied dozens and dozens of blood knots—a fishing knot used to connect two separate pieces of line—as he’d worked on the program, and laid them out in a neat row across the tables.
He picked up one of them and held it in both hands, running his fingers over the loops where the two ropes were joined. They were beautiful in their symmetry, in the graceful way they were intertwined, almost like lovers.
“Blake.” He cursed and slapped the knot back down on the table.
She was the only person who could do this to him, twist him up and make him crazy. If he slept with her, it would only get worse. He knew what she tasted like now, knew the softness of her lips, the feel of her tongue tasting him. How much worse would it be if he knew what it was like to taste her, worship her, slide inside her?
Abruptly, he fell to the floor and began doing push-ups with single-minded ferocity. He’d reached one hundred and five when his phone rang. In a smooth motion, he leapt into a standing position and stalked back into the living room where he’d left it sitting on a table. Roland.
“What’s up?” he asked, making sure that his agitation didn’t show in his voice.
“Not much.” Roland sounded as though he was walking somewhere. In the background, there was a honk and the sound of a car passing by.
Nick waited. Roland never called without a reason. Milton would, sometimes, but not Roland. “What’s wrong?” Nick knew that Roland had gone by the Hairy Lemon, that he’d seen Blake. “Is Blake pissed because I didn’t come by the bar?”
“She wasn’t thrilled, but she’s okay.”
“She’s okay?” That usually meant she was going to get revenge by borrowing his car.
“Yeah.” Roland sounded almost surprised. “She’s tougher than she used to be.”
“Tougher how?”
“Just tougher, more independent. I’m proud of her.”
Nick didn’t say anything for a minute. Proud of her? He’d never thought about Blake in terms of pride. She was beautiful, clever, troubled, and she made him crazy. Proud of her . . . yeah, he could see why Roland would say that. She had been living alone for over a year. She hadn’t gotten involved with anyone, she’d seen a counselor, and was going to a support group. She wanted to go back to school. She’d come up with ideas for the kids at the hospital. Hell, he was proud of her.
“Yeah,” he agreed. His fingers tightened on the phone.
“I’m headed back to the office for a little while, see if I can’t work out that glitch with the facial-expression analysis for anyone under thirteen.”
“OK.” Nick nodded and hung up the phone, not bothering to say goodbye. Blake was tougher than she used to be . . . not really. She’d always been tough. He’d always thought she got involved with abusive assholes because initially they made it seem like they needed her, that she and only she could make them complete. Blake, his otherwise feisty, quick-witted friend, had no willpower when it came to people who said they needed her. She let them take and take and still managed to stay who she was, for the most part. That was one reason why he stayed away from her. He didn’t want to be another person who took from her, and how could he not . . . with this all-consuming need gripping him?
He walked to the window and looked out into the blackness at the twinkling lights on the bobbing ships. If she knew how much he really wanted her, how thoughts of her lingered in his head, would she really be willing to try her little experiment? Would he suck the life out of her—the same way all those other assholes had? His father had drained the will and spirit out of several women, all of them beautiful, and all of them had left eventually, not because he hadn’t loved them, but because of the all-consuming need that he’d had for them.
She wanted to fuck him. She wanted him to help her.
“Damn it,” he muttered, and went to put on his shoes. He’d never denied her anything. He didn’t know why the hell he’d thought he could start now.

“So, this Keenan, he was your first?”
Blake knew that Rosa, a woman she’d met a year ago at the battered women’s support group, wasn’t referring to her first sexual encounter; she was referring to Blake’s first abusive relationship. She’d called Rosa rather than turning to Nick and asked to meet at a local bar near the church where the battered women’s support group met on Tuesday nights.
“Yeah,” Blake acknowledged, and took a sip of wine. She’d decided she didn’t want to go back to her apartment. Of all the women she’d met at the support group, Rosa seemed like the least likely person to ever be abused. Dark-haired and blunt, the Hispanic woman had a scar that cut across her upper lip and her nose bent slightly to the left. She wore her dark hair in messy waves and sported an eyebrow ring.
“First one sucks. If you’re smart, that’s it and you learn your lesson. But most of us don’t learn that fast.”
Blake had heard Rosa say this before many times, and the fact that it was true didn’t make her own stupidity any easier to understand. But participating in the support group had taught her that all kinds of women fell victim to abuse. Rosa’s first husband had nearly killed her twice before she’d shot and killed him ten years ago. Blake still found the idea of Rosa being vulnerable to anyone incredible.
The older woman worked as a trainer at a local fitness center and as a self-defense instructor part-time. She donated self-defense training lessons to women in the shelter or to those who attended the support group meeting. Blake had never been a fan of working out—she’d never needed to work out to stay slim—but being slender had never helped her when Keenan, or Carlos, or Phillip had decided that she needed to be punished.
Roland had taught her several tricks for disarming an opponent, and she had clever fingers for thievery, and for escaping a hold, but she didn’t feel particularly capable when it came to fending off an outright attack.
“I’ve learned my lesson.” Blake met Rosa’s eyes. “I want to learn how to defend myself.”
“’Bout time.” Rosa had been trying to get Blake to learn self-defense techniques for months. She pulled out her phone and pressed a few buttons. “How’s tomorrow morning for you?”
Blake nodded. Her shift didn’t begin until five or so. “Do I need any equipment?” She wasn’t sure how she’d pay for it if she did. Money would be tight this week without tonight’s tips.
“No, I’ve got everything.”
“Okay.” Blake breathed out slowly, trying to release the knot of tension that she’d had between her shoulder blades ever since she’d heard that Keenan had returned.
Rosa tucked her phone away in one of the many pockets of her leather jacket and picked up her wine again. “How’s the school thing going?”
“All right. I’ve been taking online courses and filled out my FAFSA to get student loans. I’ve researched some programs in the area. It’s looking like I’ll have to start with a JC since I never took the SAT.”
Rosa shrugged and took a long sip from her glass. “I never finished high school, so you’ve got one on me.”
“Trust me. I don’t have anything on anybody. I barely made it through high school, and that was only because Keenan or my friend Roland did my math homework.”
“Ah, and this Roland is still in your life, right? You’ve talked about him and two other men.”
“Nick and Milton.”
Rosa eyed her knowingly. “You have the hots for one of them, don’t you?”
“No,” Blake denied, looking away. “Why would you say that?”
“It’s not a crime to be attracted to someone, you know. Not everyone you like is going to turn out to be a complete dickhead, especially if they’re your friends. You know them.”
“Yeah.” I’d like to know Nick naked and beneath me, Blake thought, and crossed her legs. “But sex ruins friendships, right?” That had been one of her fears when she’d realized that she was attracted to him. She didn’t know what she’d do if she lost Nick as her friend. And now that Keenan was around, she was glad he’d refused her, glad that his life wouldn’t get any more fucked up because of her.
“Usually.”
Blake winced. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not getting involved with anyone right now.”
“That’s probably a good idea, but you shouldn’t be alone, either. Knowing a few self-defense moves isn’t going to save your ass if someone is really determined to hurt you.”
Blake swallowed. She hated this. Hated feeling like she was helpless. She’d just begun to think she could have a normal life. Can’t I do anything without turning to Nick or Roland or Milton for help?
“My friends have helped me enough.”
“They’re your friends, right? Haven’t you learned anything in the support group? You have to let people help you.” Rosa punctuated her point by thumping Blake on the forehead.
“Ouch. Damn.”
Rosa nodded in satisfaction. “Call your buddies. Fuck one of them. Don’t fuck one of them. Fuck all of them, who cares? Just don’t get your ass beat because you want to do everything by yourself.”
Blake pouted, but after a moment she nodded. “All right. I’ll call Roland and ask him for help.” She wasn’t going to call Nick, and not just because of Keenan. She didn’t want to seem weak in front of him. She didn’t want to be that stupid girl who needed help yet again. She wanted to be the teasing and confident and daring Blake—the one who made him go Christmas shopping with her every year and take road trips to the beach in the summer, not the Blake who gave her heart to psychopaths.
Rosa gave her a half smile with just a hint of flirtation. “You could always stay with me. Men aren’t all they’re cracked up to be, you know.”
Blake snorted. “Women are worse. Besides, I like men. I like dick.”
Rosa choked on her wine. “See, that’s what I like about you,” she said with a chuckle, when she’d managed to catch her breath. “You don’t act like a victim.”
“I wasn’t a victim,” Blake muttered. She refused to be a victim. “I was a fucking idiot. I made the same mistake over and over again.”
Rosa’s face softened. “It wasn’t our fault.”
Blake’s throat tightened, but she nodded. “But I can learn from it. I can change.”
“Damn right,” Rosa replied.
Blake wished she felt quite as confident as she sounded.
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BY THE TIME Nick arrived at the Hairy Lemon, the after-work crowd had thinned out to a small crowd of locals who lived in the neighborhood. It took him a few seconds to scan the small collection of hipsters gathered at a table near the bar to realize that Blake wasn’t working.
“Kevin.” Nick lifted his chin when the man looked up from behind the bar. “Where’s Blake?”
Kevin gestured him closer. Nick approached the bar impatiently, gripping the polished wood with both hands. On the other side, Kevin mimicked his posture and leaned closer. “She left. Talked to your friend Roland for a bit and then said she had to take care of something.”
“Take care of what?”
Kevin pressed his lips together and blew air out of his mouth. “She didn’t tell me, and I didn’t ask.”
Nick glared at the bartender for a moment, gritting his teeth, but then he nodded, turning away from the bar impatiently.
Muttering to himself, he pulled out his phone and tapped on her name in his contact list. The phone rang several times before she picked it up.
“Nick.” Her voice was breathy, like she’d been running.
“Blake.” Maybe she hadn’t been running. Maybe she’d already picked someone else to help her. “Is this a bad time?”
“A bad time? No.” She sounded confused. “Did you talk to Roland?”
“Briefly.”
“Okay.”
Nick scowled. “What the hell are we talking about?”
“You called me, asshole.” Her husky voice sounded exasperated, but not truly angry.
“Why aren’t you at the bar?”
“Are you checking up on me?”
And here they had it, the reason he wasn’t cut out for relationships. He paced several steps down the street. “I came to the bar to see you and you aren’t here. Kevin said you left and I was worried.” He enunciated every word carefully.
“Oh, well, why didn’t you just say so?”
“I—” He stopped himself before he said something he’d regret. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. I went to talk to someone from my support group.”
“Oh.” He wondered what they’d talked about. Had she talked about her desire to have sex again? Had they encouraged her?
An awkward silence fell between them. Nick could hear the sound of people talking and someone playing a fiddle. He realized he could hear the fiddle through her phone but also somewhere nearby. He looked up just as she said, “I’m on my way back to my apartment now. I see you.”
Nick looked up and there she was, walking toward him, wearing her black uniform, a tan-colored trench coat, and those ridiculous motorcycle boots that she said made her feel like a badass. He’d bought them for her after she’d broken up with Carlos, when she’d dragged him shopping. Her blond hair was loose, falling around her shoulders. Passersby wove around her, some turning to look at her again, some looking around for cameras—she was that beautiful. Nearby, heat lamps warmed diners enjoying their dinner at high tables at the popular oyster bar, while a pushcart seller packed away jewelry and scarves. Cobblestone pavement gleamed blue-black and yellow in the lights, and the air was wet, so wet that small droplets seemed to hang in the air, coalescing onto his coat and the strands of her hair.
She stopped when she was fifty feet away, still holding her cell phone, her eyes widening as she met his gaze.
When she didn’t say anything, he took a step closer, and then another. She wet her lips and slid her phone into the pocket of her coat.
“What made you change your mind?” Her low, scratchy voice was nearly inaudible amid the noise of the crowd, even as he came within arm’s length of her.
He brushed a strand of hair out of her face. “Change my mind about what?” he asked gruffly.
“Coming out to the bar. I thought you were avoiding me.”
Nick nodded. “I was. Chickenshit thing to do, really.”
A faint smile pulled up one corner of her mouth. “At least you admit it.”
Nick held out his elbow for her to take. “Have a drink with me.” He nodded to the oyster bar.
“Here?”
“Why not?”
“You don’t like seafood.”
“Since when has that stopped you from taking me to every fish place in town?”
She shrugged and looked around, a line gathering between her brows. Wondering why she seemed worried, Nick looked around as well. There was one guy watching them, or Blake, rather, but he looked away when Nick gave him a hard stare.
“All right,” she said and took his elbow. The smell of lemon and flowers drifted to his nose—a new perfume—and he inhaled involuntarily, letting the scent fill and surround him. It didn’t quite suit her. It was too light and lacking in complexity. He thought about the box sitting in his top dresser drawer. It had been there since he, Roland, and Milton had gone to New York to sell their first encryption software nine years ago, still tucked inside the Bergdorf’s bag. He’d nearly given it to her a dozen times, knowing that she’d love it, that the smell would make her green eyes light up and that dazzling smile break out on her face.
“You’re staring.”
He was. She made him feel like a nineteen-year-old idiot again.
“Yeah, I know.” He started toward the door to the bar, tightening his arm against his side, trapping and pulling her with him.
She fell into step at his side, her long legs matching his stride. He wanted them wrapped around him, wanted to smell her hair as he slid inside her.
He opened the heavy wooden door to the bar with his free hand and stepped to the side to allow her to precede him. The hostess, a dark-haired woman with a beauty mark, smiled politely when she saw them.
“Table for two?”
“We’ll just take a seat at the bar,” Nick told her.
Blake preceded him inside, leading the way to an empty stool and taking a seat. Nick stood next to her since there wasn’t another empty stool, but was glad of it when he realized that he had a direct line of sight to her impressive cleavage in the V-neck of her T-shirt.
“Blake, what can I get you?” The bartender, a young black man with hazel eyes, smiled at her with a mouthful of straight white teeth.
“Hey, Romeo, I’ll have a dirty Grey Goose martini with three olives.”
“You got it, honey.” He set a coaster down in front of her and Nick. “What can I get you, sir?”
Nick refrained from glaring at the kid. Romeo, my ass. “I’ll have a Talisker, neat.”
“You got it.”
The bartender stepped away to pour the drinks, and Blake looked up at Nick from beneath lowered lashes, her lips slightly parted. He wanted to part them farther. He wanted to draw her lower lip through his teeth the way she’d done to his.
“Nick?” she said softly. “I thought you weren’t—”
“Here you go.” Romeo set the drinks down in front of them. “Let me know if I can get you anything else.”
“Thanks,” Blake replied and picked up her drink, taking a sip of the icy vodka.
Nick ignored his drink for the moment. “You were about to ask me something.”
Blake plucked the skewer holding three olives from her drink and drew the first one off with her teeth, watching him as she slowly chewed. His gaze fixed on her mouth and stayed there.
“Was I?” she said finally, her voice breathless.
Impatient, Nick picked up his own glass and took a healthy sip, glad for the distracting burn. “I’m willing, if you’re still interested.”
“Hmmm . . .” she said, lifting one eyebrow and closing her lips around another olive.
“Blake,” he growled.
She rolled her eyes and dropped the skewer with the remaining olive back in her drink. “Sorry. That just wasn’t exactly flattering, you know. You’re ‘willing.’ It sounds like I asked you to help me move, or start an organic grocery business.”
Nick scowled. She’d presented it like a damn service, but he was the one who made it sound unflattering. “You were right. I want you.” He glared down at her. “But just for a little while, and we make sure things don’t get messy. Sex and that’s it. I don’t want to ruin our friendship.”
She softened, her eyes wandering over his face. “I don’t want that, either. In fact”—she shifted in her seat—“after you left the other night, I realized you were right to turn me down.”
Nick had never thought the words “you were right” could sound so damn miserable. “Was I?”
Looking away from him, she nodded and took another sip of her drink.
Nick studied her, studied the set of her jaw and the way she fiddled with the scarf she wore to cover the worst of the scars around her neck. He hated the way she tried to hide them, as if she was ashamed. She had nothing to be ashamed of, was beautiful regardless of the damage, but when she was nervous, or lying about something, she always touched her neck. “You’re lying.” He frowned. “Why would you be lying to me?”
She straightened. “I wouldn’t lie to you.”
She rarely lied about anything important, but she did lie, and usually to aggravate him. “My ass.”
She gave him a one-shouldered shrug. “Fine. The truth is that I met someone else.”
She did better this time, meeting his eyes, but he still wasn’t buying it. “Blake.” He leaned closer. “Tell me what’s going on.”
She leaned closer as well, until they were staring into each other’s eyes. She was breathing too fast, and so was he. “Make me,” she said slowly, enunciating each word, and Nick felt his control snap like fishing line under high tension.
He slid his hand into her hair, holding her still while he took her mouth. She tasted like olives and vodka, but her tongue was silky and sweet as it tangled with his. He bit her bottom lip gently, sliding it through his teeth before plundering again, drawing her closer and closer. She turned, angling her body more fully toward his, and he slid his thigh between her legs, drawing her against him.
He’d always imagined it would be like this: Blake writhing in his arms, all long limbs and soft curves, her mouth lush and eager against his. Sliding his hand from her hair, he slid it down her back to grip the curve of her hip, urging her against him.
She tugged her head away. “Nick—” She licked her lips. He couldn’t help it; he seized the back of her head again and took her mouth, letting the taste of her burn him far more than the whiskey.
He didn’t notice the hand she pressed against his chest at first, but when she slid it between them to take his package in a grip that was just shy of too firm, he gasped and pulled his mouth from hers.
She released him as soon as he stepped back a little—much to his disappointment.
“Wow,” she gasped and picked up her martini, downing the contents in a long swallow. “I wasn’t expecting that.”
Nick waited tensely, knowing that she hadn’t missed the rock-hard cock pressing against the fly of his jeans. He’d known exactly what it would be like if he ever let himself touch Blake the way he wanted to.
When he didn’t say anything, she picked up his scotch and finished it off as well, coughing a little at the burn. She straightened, standing and leaning close enough that her full breasts brushed against his chest. He closed his eyes as she leaned close and kissed the underside of his jaw.
“Let’s go to your apartment,” she said into his ear, and he fought the urge to seize her again.
Incapable of speech, he fished his wallet out of his pocket and dropped three twenties on the bar. She grinned at him when he looked pointedly at the door.
With a graceful toss of her head, she walked ahead of him toward the door, the bottom of her trench coat flaring behind her. Nick followed her, his eyes on the sway of her bottom as she strode ahead of him.
Outside, a light mist had begun to fall. She turned to him as she stepped onto the sidewalk, light from a nearby streetlamp shining on her golden hair.
“Did you walk or drive?” Her voice was breathless. She didn’t wait for him to answer, but gripped both of his hands and pulled him toward her for another kiss.
Nick was more than happy to oblige, sliding his hands into her hair and planting kiss after kiss on those plump, willing lips, his desire unraveling inside him with every touch of her mouth, every gasp that he wrung from her quivering, eager body. She did want him, even if it was only to get laid.
He drew her close and held her tightly, whispering against her ear. “I walked,” he said wickedly, knowing that wasn’t what she wanted to hear. He’d actually run, eager to find her once he’d changed his mind.
She reached up and grabbed his hand. “Of course you did. Asshole. Well, come on,” she urged, tugging him in the direction of his apartment, which was several blocks east toward the water.
He resisted. “Why don’t we just go to your place? It’s closer.”
She stepped forward until she was nearly touching him again. “Yeah, but you’ve got that fireplace . . . and all that rope.”
Nick swallowed, picturing her naked and tied in front of his fireplace. Oh, fuck, yeah. Now he was the one dragging her, her laughing gasps sounding sweet to his ears as he pulled her along.

He could kiss. Man, oh, man, could he kiss. She could feel herself, wet and slippery from kissing and touching him in the bar, and knew that she was going to come quickly once he slid inside her. It felt like it had been forever since she’d actually looked forward to sex; it had been at least a year since she’d had anything but her hands to get herself off.
They walked two blocks in silence. Blake thought they might go the entire distance back to his apartment that way, but he surprised her, dragging her around in front of him and pushing her against the brick wall of a bank building.
“I’ve been thinking about fucking you since last week. I haven’t stopped thinking about it.” He stroked her cheeks with his fingers, slid his knuckles over her ears while his thumbs pressed her mouth open. “I do want to tie you. I want to tie you with your legs spread wide and taste you with my tongue.”
Blake felt her knees soften at the thought. He would do it. He would be infinitely patient as he tied her in a knot of desire, his tongue teasing and licking as he worshipped her, and then he’d unravel her, make her come until she was limp and exhausted. She knew that because she knew him. A meticulous, patient man, a man who liked to figure out how things worked.
“Oh, God,” she gasped. She hadn’t thought it would be this . . . conflagration, this heat that made her pussy swell and throb with need for him. He was Nick, for God’s sake.
He was studying her face, his eyes heavy-lidded as he studied the effect his words had on her. “You like that?”
She nodded. She wanted him to take her that way.
“Say it,” he murmured gruffly. “You have to ask me for everything you want, so there’s no mistake, so I don’t scare you.”
Scared was the furthest emotion from Blake’s mind at the moment, but she knew what he meant. She’d been hurt, and sometimes the past had a way of leaping to the present. He wanted to make sure. Sweet man. Her friend.
She gripped his thick dirty-blond hair to hold him still and met his eyes. “I want you to tie me up in front of that big fireplace and spread my legs and put your mouth on me until I scream. And then I want you to slide your big dick inside me, over and over, until both of us come so hard we can’t move until tomorrow morning.”
“Oh, fuck.” He laughed and pressed his forehead against hers. “I should have known better. I’m going to come right here.”
“Don’t you dare.” She pushed him away and took his hand again. “Come on, hurry.”
They half walked, half ran the rest of the way to his apartment building, not stopping until they were in the elevator, where he pushed her up against the wall again. She returned his embrace enthusiastically, spreading her legs so that he could settle his cock between them. When that wasn’t enough, she lifted one long leg over his hip and ground herself against him, trying to soothe the aching pulse between her legs.
“No, you don’t.” He pushed her leg down. “You’re not going to come until I let you.”
Blake bit her swollen lip and stared at the signal in the elevator that slowly ticked upward. Slowest fucking elevator in the universe. When they reached the tenth floor—the penthouse—he pulled her into the small entryway and punched a code into the keypad next to the door.
The entryway had tall ceilings and a domed skylight above, currently covered in droplets of water. Double doors made of some kind of polished metal were engraved with an art deco design that hinted at fish and the sea.
With the sound of sliding metal, the locks disengaged and the doors opened inward, revealing his enormous living room, the fireplace dominating one side. Wide-planked reclaimed wood floors gleamed in the light from a single standing lamp.
Blake stepped inside and heard the doors close as he followed closely behind her.
“Keep walking,” he ordered, and she laughed.
“Bossy.” She walked forward, stripping out of her coat as she did, and tossing it over the back of a brown leather chair.
He came up behind her and set his hands on her hips. He didn’t move, just held them there, his fingers gently sinking into the skin of her hips.
Blake held still, wondering what he was thinking as they stood there together. She could feel him—still hard—pressed against her bottom, and she shivered.
“I’ll start the fire,” he murmured in her ear. “Would you like some wine? Water?”
Blake hadn’t felt nervous when he was touching her, but now, when it was time to take off her clothes, she could feel a slight tension invading her muscles.
“I’ll get it. Would you like something?” They were being too polite now. She could feel it. She wanted to do something to get back on familiar ground. They were friends. She could get her own wine.
“I’m fine.”
Shaking her head, Blake walked to the double doors on the right side of the living room and passed into the kitchen. Everything was gleaming steel and modern lines with cool, crisp blue accents. He had a wine refrigerator, though she wasn’t sure why; she never saw him drink wine.
She located a glass for herself and pulled out an Italian Barbaresco from 2007. Not the most expensive wine he owned, but it was definitely fancier than the twelve-dollar bottles she usually picked up at the corner market.
With a shrug, she located the corkscrew and opened the bottle with the ease of long practice. She was worth an expensive bottle of wine. He can afford it, she thought with a wry smile.
She poured herself a generous glass and headed back to the living room, carrying the bottle with her for easy access.
The fire was crackling cheerfully when she walked into the room, Nick’s shadowy figure outlined by the orange and red flames. He’d taken off his sweater, throwing it on the couch next to her coat, and wore nothing but his jeans.
There wasn’t an ounce of fat on the man. He was all lean, corded muscle, so toned that he could have been a stand-in for an anatomy class. She’d known he was strong, but holy shit, she’d never considered that he’d be this beautiful under those sweaters he liked so much.
Taking a hasty gulp of her wine to hide her astonishment, she set the bottle down on the glass-and-steel coffee table and strolled over to the couch. She sat down, bending over to loosen the laces of her boots with her free hand, and kicked them off as she settled back. Her boot socks were bright red with gray stripes.
He was eyeing her thoughtfully, as if debating the wisdom of what they were about to do. She didn’t want him to start thinking too much. Man thought too much as it was.
“I wish I’d known that’s what you were hiding under there,” she purred, gesturing to his naked chest. “I would have tried to get your clothes off sooner.”
He didn’t smile, but his eyebrow went up. “Your turn,” he suggested mildly, putting his hands on his hips.
Blake eyed him over the rim of her glass, which was—oops—nearly empty already. When did that happen?
With a small pout, she removed one of her socks, wiggling her pink toenails at him playfully.
He immediately bent and removed one of his own socks, tossing it aside.
Grinning, Blake bared her second foot, hoping his jeans were coming off next. No such luck. He removed his leather belt, whipping it from its loops and snapping it with a sharp crack that made her jump a little.
He didn’t toss the belt aside, but held it loosely at his side, a not-so-subtle warning that had her gulping down the last of her wine and putting her now-empty glass on the end table beside the couch. He wouldn’t use the belt on her unless she asked for it. Part of her wanted to . . . very, very much.
“You don’t have any rope handy,” she pointed out. “Are you planning on using that belt instead?”
In answer, he tossed the belt aside and removed a coil of blue rope that shone like satin from the small of his back. It wasn’t thick and appeared to be two pieces of cord twined together, like the kind of rope that would be used as a tie-back for curtains.
Blake glanced to the windows. He had enclosed blinds, not curtains, so he must use the rope for something else.
Licking her lips, Blake stood and gripped the hem of her black T-shirt, drawing it over her head slowly, leaving her standing in front of him in nothing but her lacy black bra and the stretchy black pants she wore to the bar.
His eyes immediately went to her chest, which was rising and falling just a little too fast to hide her excitement. His nostrils flared and the muscles of his chest bunched as he undid his fly and shoved his jeans down to his ankles.
“Wow.” Blake felt her mouth drop open. She’d known he was big—she’d felt him at the bar—but she’d never have expected a cock that size on a man not that much taller than she was. Thick and at least eight inches long, his erection curved upward slightly, a guarantee that it would rub her in just the right spot.
Impatient with the game, Blake removed her stretchy black pants and sauntered toward him in her bra and panties. When she was within a few feet, she turned her back to him, drawing her hair to the side.
“Undo me?”
He kissed the back of her neck instead of answering and draped the coil of rope over her shoulder. Silky soft, the feel of it against her skin made her shiver with excitement. Reaching up with her left hand, she stroked the rope like she wanted to stroke his cock, sliding it through her palm.
Behind her, he released the catch of her bra. Blake held on to the rope as he slid the straps down to her elbows. He took the rope from her shoulder and Blake let her arms fall, the bra hitting the floor with a soft snick.
She could feel the heat of him at her back, warming her, and then his chest was against her back and his hands had slid around her to cup her breasts. He still held the rope, and the silky softness teased her taut nipples. He worked the coil between her abundant tits and squeezed them together, trapping the rope with her soft flesh in a blatant imitation of what he wanted to do with his cock.
Moaning, squeezing her legs together, Blake arched her back and rubbed her silk-and-lace-covered ass against his cock, begging him to give it to her.
He kissed the curve where her neck met her shoulder, biting down gently.
“Tell me what you want me to do.” He punctuated each word with small nibbles, all while his clever fingers plucked and rubbed and teased her breasts.
“Take off my panties.”
He released her breasts, catching the rope deftly in one hand, and knelt as he drew her panties down her legs. The rope came loose from its coil as the panties fell to her ankles, and the satiny cord brushed her thigh, knee, and ankle before gathering loosely on top of her foot. He still held one end in his fist, pressed against her left hip.
“Oops,” Nick murmured.
Blake half chuckled, half moaned as he slid his right hand over her hip and down her butt to the back of her thighs, squeezing gently before reaching between her legs for the end of the rope. He pulled it taut, working it between her legs so that it pressed against the taut bud that already throbbed and begged for him.
“Did you know,” he said as he gently slid the rope back and forth between her legs, “that the end of a rope that is used to actually form a knot is called the working end?”
God. God. God. It was fucking working, all right. “No,” she managed. “I’m going to come if you keep doing that,” she gasped, working her hips in opposition to the slow slide of the rope between her legs. It wouldn’t take long, just a few more seconds and she would—
He released the rope, letting it fall between her legs, and used his hands on her hips to turn her so that she faced him. He didn’t stand, though—his head was level with the soft blond curls between her legs.
He slid his right hand to the damp nest and worked one finger inside the swollen lips, testing her, his nostril flaring as he breathed deeply.
“Go lie down on the rug if you want me to fuck you.”
Blake obeyed with alacrity, stepping out of her panties and around him as she hurried to the thick, abstract-patterned rug in front of his fireplace. She lay down on her back.
“On your elbows and knees.”
Oh, man. Her favorite. With a moan, she flipped over onto her knees and lowered herself to her forearms, knowing that she probably made quite a picture with her ass in the air, outlined by the fire.
“God, you’re so beautiful,” he said hoarsely. Blake turned her head to the left to watch him as he stalked toward her, admiring the taut grace of his legs and the heavy sway of his balls. He was carrying the rope in his hands. She bit her lower lip in anticipation. This was Nick. Nick was going to tie her up and fuck her.
She felt him go to his knees behind her, felt the brush of his dick against her ass, and then he bent over her, rubbing himself against her.
“Ask me to tie you.”
“I never knew you were such a tease,” she growled, half laughing. “Yes, please tie me.”
He reached under her to loop the rope around her bent elbow and secure it to her right knee. Blake gasped. He was going to secure her elbows to her knees, making sure she was fully exposed to him. She would be helpless, completely open.
Under less horny circumstances, Blake might have been embarrassed to be trussed up with her ass in the air, but she wanted him too badly to care at the moment. The tight silk resisted as she instinctively tried to stretch, the crisscrossed cord beneath her making a sibilant sound.
Nick covered her from behind and Blake stilled, breath catching as she felt the blunt tip of his cock pressing against her entrance.
“You’re wet.”
“I know,” she gasped. “Fuck me already.”
He drew a hand down her side to her hip. “Always in such a hurry. I’ve been thinking about this for a long time.”
“You have?” Blake was startled to hear her rough voice squeak on the words. He’d thought about me like this? Tied up with my ass exposed?
“Umm-hmm.” He’d moved back again, and this time she felt two fingers ease inside the wet, swollen depths of her. He stretched her gently, murmuring incoherent sounds before she felt him shift. His fingers slid out of her wetly, and his tongue took their place, probing between her legs.
“Oh, God, yes.” No one had ever done anything like this to her before. Never prepared her, tormented her the way he was doing. She felt like a goddess being worshipped even though she was the one tied for his pleasure.
He explored her thoroughly while his fingers moved to play with her clit, pinching and rubbing it gently.
“Nick, I’m going to come if you keep doing that,” she gasped.
“You’ll come when I say.”
Blake whimpered.
“Do you want to come like this?” he asked, his hot breath making her moan.
She shook her head from side to side. “I want to feel your cock.”
His tongue stabbed inside her again. In and out, silky soft, while his clever fingers stimulated her clit ruthlessly. Blake tried to hold back, but her orgasm beckoned, shining bright and hot and just seconds out of reach.
“Yes,” she screamed and came hard, rocking back against him.
He moved quickly, putting on the condom he’d grabbed earlier and securing her hips with his hands, squeezing the head of his cock inside her still-throbbing entrance, which was clamping down on him as he slid deeper centimeter by centimeter, making her gasp as she was stretched and filled. A renewed surge of shudders rocked her as he slid all the way inside, his hips pressing against her butt.
“I wanted you to come,” he gasped, “in case this was too uncomfortable.” He drew out of her slick flesh about halfway and then thrust back inside gently, obviously trying to take it easy on her, but she didn’t want easy. She’d come, now she wanted him to lose control. She wanted him to fuck her as hard as he wanted.
“Pull all the way out. Fuck me hard.”
He grunted and took her at her word, sliding roughly back out of her and then thrusting deep, sliding hard over her.
Blake gasped and hung her head, arching her body back against him as she took him deep, over and over again, until she felt like he’d become a part of her. When he came, he gripped her hips and shook, fingers bruising the flesh of her hips.
“Blake.” He shouted her name like a man falling from a cliff, and slumped over her, breathing heavily.
Blake let him lie on her and catch his breath for a minute before shifting to the side, rolling him off her. He slid heavily to the rug between her and the fire, his eyes closed.
Blake rolled the other way until she was on her left hip facing him, and drew her knees up so that the ropes around her elbows would loosen. Freeing her arms, she left the rope around her knees where it was and stretched out for several seconds before settling back on her side with her knees slightly bent.
His eyes were open, but she couldn’t read what he was feeling.
Laying her arm over her hip and propping herself on one elbow, she regarded him silently, and waited to see what her friend Nick had to say about what they’d just done.
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NICK COLLAPSED NEXT to Blake, gasping, feeling as though he’d just had his insides ripped out. He’d always known it would be like that, an all-consuming lust that would completely take him over.
He lay where he was, recovering, hoping he hadn’t freaked her out or scared her, because he honestly couldn’t remember whether she’d been with him for that last part.
She turned over on her side, draping one arm over an elegantly curved hip, her eyes sleepy as she regarding him. Her pink lips looked red and swollen, like she’d been biting her lip.
Nick wasn’t sure what to say to her now. She was Blake, and she was naked in front of him and he’d been dreaming about what it would be like to fuck her for over ten years. Unable to help himself, he reached out and trailed his fingers over her collarbone and down to the tip of her breast.
Her soft rosy nipple tightened immediately and he stroked it, fascinated by its perfect shape against the pale globe of her breast. He started to tell her that he’d been fantasizing about her breasts since the first time he’d seen her in that dive bar in East Cambridge, but he stopped himself. She’d just wanted sex with someone she wasn’t afraid of, sex without a relationship.
“You okay?” he asked instead. “No flashbacks?”
She shook her head, her eyes still dark and heavy-lidded. “Phillip was the only one who ever raped me, and only the one time, the last time.”
His lips tightened and he stopped stroking her nipple. “Do you want to talk about it?”
Closing her eyes, she whispered, “No, not tonight.”
Nick sat up, unable to lie still, and removed the condom deftly.
“Be right back,” he murmured and went into the kitchen to dispose of the condom and drink an entire glass of water.
She hadn’t moved when he returned. He bent and picked up the hand that dangled from her hip, kissed her knuckles, before adjusting his grip and tugging on her hand to pull her upward.
She groaned, but let him pull her up, and the rope that had been loosely gathered around her knees fell to the floor. He held her against him for a moment, just for a moment, before he swatted her butt lightly.
“Come on, gorgeous, how does a shower sound?”
“Like too much work,” she said against his shoulder.
“I’ll do all the work. You just have to stand there.”
“In that case, a shower sounds awesome.”
He chuckled. “Well, if I’m the first nonrelationship sex you’ve ever had, I want to give you the full treatment. Shower, back massage, and another deep dicking before sneaking out on you in the morning. I promise to leave a note and cab fare.”
She lifted her head and gave him a disgruntled look. “I can’t believe you just said ‘deep dicking.’ ”
He chuckled, and took the opportunity to pull her toward his bedroom. She followed willingly, her smooth limbs gleaming in the low light. “That’s what bothers you?”
She yawned as they walked down a short hall to another set of tall double doors. “I know what ungodly hour you like to leave in the morning. I’ll take sleeping in, a few cups of your coffee, and cab fare over getting woken up at the crack of dawn. Bet your ass.”
Smiling a little, he made a mental note to leave breakfast for her. It wasn’t exactly a nonrelationship-sex thing to do, but she was his friend. He doubted she was inclined to make herself a smoothie every morning the way he did, and he didn’t want her to be hungry. He opened the doors and gestured for her to precede him inside. “You’ll like how I wake you up.”
She laughed. “Damn, Nick. I didn’t know you had it in you.”
He stopped and pulled her into him for a kiss. “Had what in me?”
Patting his cheek, she kissed him in return. “This lusty side. I figured you’d be super-serious and intense.”
You have no idea, Nick thought.
He ushered her through his darkened bedroom and into his bathroom, hoping she didn’t notice his lack of response. He flicked on the bathroom light and she stopped dead in front of him.
“Oh, man.” She sighed. “I always forget how nice this shower is. It’s not fair that you have this bathroom.”
She’d only been in his bathroom once that he knew about, but he’d asked for her opinion when the apartment was being built. He stepped inside the glass-enclosed shower and turned on the water, adjusting the temperature on the digital display.
“Don’t turn it down on my account,” Blake murmured. “I like my showers hot.”
Yeah, he’d guessed that about her. “I’m turning it up.”
“Tell me you don’t take cold showers.”
He looked at her. She was standing with her hands on her hips, her breasts proudly thrust out, long legs gleaming in the bright light of the bathroom. In the mirrors to her left, he could see the smooth cheeks of her ass, and he felt his cock stir. He’d taken cool showers ever since Dr. Jensen had suggested they were good for enhancing calm and control.
“Not cold,” he said absently, stroking himself.
Her eyes widened as she followed the motion. “I have to say, Nick, I love your cock.”
She was smiling at him. Blake, naked in his bathroom, smiling at him and telling him she loved his cock. He had to be dreaming.
He continued to stroke himself, enjoying the way her nipples tightened as she watched, how she wet her lips.
Steam began to rise in the shower, surrounding him. “Come on.” He held out his hand. She took it, her slender fingers sliding into his, and he held on to her as he stepped inside. The shower’s design hadn’t been his idea; if it had been up to him, he would have chosen something water-efficient and utilitarian, but the designer and architect he’d hired to renovate the building had insisted that a penthouse required the absolute best of everything. Blake had agreed.
Seeing Blake enjoy the waterfall-like pour from the massive showerhead above made him glad he’d conceded to their taste.
He stood back a little and admired the view as she closed her eyes and let the warm water cascade over her face and breasts, streaming from her nipples, in rivulets over her belly, and down between her legs.
She stepped forward and wiped a hand over her face to clear the water from her eyes.
“Are you enjoying yourself?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Immensely.”
She smiled and lifted her chin to indicate a shelf above his head where the maid had laid out fresh towels.
“I was promised a personal washing service.”
Nick reached back without looking and plucked a washcloth from a small stack. His body wash and shampoo were neatly arranged in a nearby nook built into the wall.
“Is that the soap I told you to buy last Christmas?”
It was. “I have no idea.”
She breathed in deeply. “Smells like it. Mmmm. Crisp. Clean. I can’t ever remember the name of it.”
L’eau Serge Lutens. He’d added it to a spreadsheet he kept with a list of her other favorite things. She’d also liked the Clive Christian cologne that he’d purchased at the same time. Christmas shopping wasn’t his forte, so he recruited Blake for help each year. She always managed to convince him to buy a few things for himself.
“I’m going to smell like you.”
She was. Pleasure coursed through him at the thought. Blake would go through her day smelling like him, thinking of him, maybe thinking about how it felt to take his cock.
He knew what he’d be thinking about all day.
“Get over here,” she murmured.
He did, lathering up the washcloth with his soap as he approached her. She was standing so the main force of the shower hit her back.
“Turn around,” he told her. If he started washing those magnificent breasts first, he’d never finish before he pinned her against the wall and fucked her.
She did. The skin of her back and butt was red from the heat of the water. He stepped closer, catching her hip with his left hand to hold her steady as he ran the washcloth over her shoulders and down her spine. He paid attention to every nook and cranny, sliding the cloth gently under her arms and down between the cheeks of her ass.
She moaned and shifted a little. “You’re going to torture me again, aren’t you?”
“Oh, yeah,” he agreed as he knelt behind her and washed the backs of her knees down to her ankles. While he had her, he would do everything he’d always dreamed about. “Turn around.”
She did, even while he still knelt at her feet, water spiraling into the drain in the center of the floor beneath him. Her breasts and belly were bright pink, her nipples taut from the force of the water beating down on them. He straightened, meeting her eyes as he cupped the back of her neck in one hand and began to gently wash her scarred neck with the other. She swallowed, water making her already thick lashes look dark and spiky.
Her collarbones followed and then her left breast. He rubbed the cloth in gentle circles over her nipple.
“God, that feels good.” She put her hands on his shoulders to brace herself as he lathered up the cloth again and began washing her right breast. The smell of clean linen and something citrusy rose with the steam. Her breasts were slick and slippery with soap, the nipples rosy and abraded, soapy bubbles clinging to the tips.
He eased her back, just a little, enough that water cascaded over her shoulder and down her breasts, rinsing her, before bringing her back toward him. He bent his head and began to suckle her left nipple, enjoying her sweet taste, the rough texture against his tongue. Her hips jerked toward him.
Releasing her, he moved to the other nipple, lapping at droplets of water falling from the tip before taking it in his mouth as well.
“Harder,” she gasped, holding his head to her chest. He obeyed, suckling harder, letting the edges of his teeth ever so slightly abrade her taut pink flesh. He didn’t release her nipple until she’d pressed herself fully against him, hips writhing.
She made a noise in protest, but he hushed her, dragging the cloth over her flat belly and her hips.
“Open your legs,” he ordered. She obeyed, still clutching his shoulders.
“Good,” he murmured and ran the cloth over her left thigh first, starting at the top and sliding inside, letting his knuckles brush the hair between her legs as if by accident.
Going all the way to his knees, ignoring the pain as the tile bit into an old scar, he meticulously washed both her legs and feet, pretending not to hear her begging cries as she asked him to touch her, take her, fuck her.
When he was finished, he spread the lips of her sweet pussy with his left hand, exposing her clit, and drew the washcloth over the swollen flesh. She came immediately, crying out and jerking so hard that he dropped the washcloth and caught her against him, lifting her and pinning her to the back wall of the shower with his body.
Spreading her legs and wrapping them around his hips, he guided his cock into her entrance and worked his way inside, forcing himself roughly past her body’s initial resistance, losing himself in the tight heat of her.
God, she was amazing—her nubile body writhing and tightening around him, breasts pressed hard against his chest as he slid in and out, in and out. More, God. Nothing had ever felt so good in his life. And he wasn’t wearing a condom. With a curse he pulled out and his cock immediately began pulsing, sending jets of come streaming over her belly.
He bent his head toward hers, breath still heaving, his hands still gripping her hips.
They stood that way for several minutes, her legs and arms wrapped around him in an exhausted hug.
When she finally tilted her head back and regarded him, her eyes were laughing.
“Looks like you’re going to have to wash me again.”

Blake lay quietly in Nick’s bed, enjoying the soft linen sheets and the slow whirl of the ceiling fan overhead. She didn’t remember ever feeling this safe, this protected, or this relaxed. She couldn’t sleep, though. Turning her head to the side, she admired the way Nick looked in the soft glow of light coming from the windows, his muscular arm curled beneath his pillow as he slept on his stomach.
His hair was tangled in unruly waves, his mouth slack as he slept the sleep of the truly exhausted. After their shower, he’d dried her gently with a towel so soft she’d wanted to wear it like a blanket and tucked her into his bed. He’d disappeared for a few minutes after that—Blake thought he’d mentioned turning off the fire.
Blake smiled faintly. She’d never had a man so dedicated to pleasuring her. She hadn’t even sucked his cock yet. She wanted to—she very much wanted to—but she thought he might appreciate some sleep at the moment, and she was a little too sore for another go-round.
Nick Cord was her lover. A fantastic one. She’d never have guessed it when she first met him. He’d been quiet and intense, watching her and everyone else with a calculating gaze that seemed to read every flaw, measure every glance or gesture for a threat. There was no reveling in hedonistic pleasures for Nick. He ate food that fueled his body. He drove a practical car. He worked. He studied. He liked his life simple. He would have made a good monk, she thought wryly.
And here she was, complicating his life. Under normal circumstances, she’d have been happy to ruffle his feathers a bit, but with Keenan involved . . . I should have convinced him that I’d made a mistake.
She wasn’t sure she could have. Once Nick grew suspicious, it was difficult to sway him from investigating. And now what was she going to tell him when she asked Roland for help staying hidden from Keenan? It would be simple, so simple, to just tell Nick about Keenan and let him protect her. She thought he would insist that she stay with him, especially now that they’d slept together. He was protective as it was. Now he’d probably argue every time she wanted to leave the house.
She didn’t want to go into hiding. Her life had taken more than a year to get in order; she didn’t want to change it just because Keenan was in town, and Nick didn’t deserve to have her mess front and center in his life. He’d always sworn that he would never live with a woman.
Looking at him again, she sighed.
Easing the blankets covering her to the side, she crept barefoot into the living room and located her clothes, noting that she’d left the wine bottle open and sitting on the table. Dressing quickly in everything but her boots, she carried the wine into the kitchen and located one of the stoppers that vacuumed the air from a wine bottle. Sealing it tightly, she tucked it under her arm and went back into the living room. No sense in letting it go to waste.
She sat down on the couch, not sure exactly what she intended to do. Leave? Just leave Nick in the middle of the night and go home? Like he was some one-night stand she regretted? Far from it. She didn’t want to leave. She was afraid to go home. Damn it. She didn’t want to tell him about Keenan and have him ask her to stay out of some misguided sense of chivalry, either.
Irritated, she opened the bottle of wine again and took a long drink from the bottle before restoppering it. On the other hand, the sex was fantastic, and the wine wasn’t half bad, either.
A light snapped on near the hallway and Nick stood there, his face closed, watching her.
Blake winced. That was his cold face, the face he wore when he didn’t want to feel anything. She’d worn that face in her life. She hated that she was the cause of it now. She didn’t see that she had much choice, though. No matter what she did, Nick was going to find out that Keenan was in town, and the issue was about more than just her fear of getting hurt again. Nick needed to know about Keenan, and if he decided that she should stay, she would stay.
Patting the seat next to her, she set the bottle aside. “Nick, I have to tell you something.”
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NICK STARED AT his reflection in the blank screen of his display. For the first time in longer than he could remember, he hadn’t turned on his computer the minute he walked into the office.
Keenan Shy.
His hands knotted into fists. Blake had explained what Roland had told her, which was more than Roland had bothered to do when he’d called last night. She’d also explained that she’d asked his best friend not to say anything, but that was no excuse. Roland should have told him, a fact that Nick intended to point out to his friend as soon as the jackass came into the office.
He’d left Blake at his house around six a.m. with orders to stay there, and he’d texted Roland to meet him at Accendo. He didn’t know if Blake would listen. Roland would answer or just show up, depending on his mood.
Pulling out his phone, Nick opened the app that showed the security logs and camera feeds from his apartment. He didn’t see Blake on any of the cameras, but no one had left since he’d shut the front door this morning. He was under no illusions, however, that she’d listen to him for long. She’d mentioned having a self-defense lesson with her friend from the support group.
With a growl he stood, picking up a bag with his gym gear from the floor. He couldn’t just sit and wait anymore.
Ten minutes later, he sat on a weight bench near the big punching bag and taped his hands. He wanted to find Keenan. If he was back in Boston, then someone would recognize the asshole. Nick knew that Roland had been searching for him for the past ten years, but Keenan had always managed to stay a step ahead, changing his name and moving from one nonextradition country to another.
But now he was back and apparently targeting Accendo, or at least one of their newest security software developments.
Nick stood and drew on his gloves. He couldn’t tighten them properly without help, but he used his teeth to do the best he could. His reflection in the windows looked like a feral thing, a lethal machine of corded muscles and bone, tensed and ready to fight.
With a snarl, he pictured Keenan’s face as he delivered an uppercut to the battered red bag.
Blake was afraid of Keenan. She’d sat on his couch and told him she didn’t want to go back to her apartment. Had some part of her—any part of her—slept with him so that he’d help her? She’d tried to tell him she’d changed her mind. He’d pushed her because he wanted to sleep with her.
He punched again, harder this time, picturing his fist passing through Keenan’s face. Now he couldn’t stop thinking about her taste, about what it had been like to kiss her, to touch her.
For like two seconds—even though he’d convinced himself he wouldn’t—he’d started to believe that she was his, really his, and that she wanted him. He punched again—body shot. Jab. Jab. Cross. This was why he’d wanted to keep his distance. To avoid this . . . this feeling clawing at his insides. He wanted to shred the bag in front of him with his bare hands. He delivered a series of quick, lethal punches—smack, smack, smack. The bag swayed and the chain securing it to the ceiling jingled.
She’d been dressed, sitting in his living room, thinking of leaving him in the middle of the night. Like every woman his father had ever loved.
With a loud yell, he kicked the bag with the top of his foot, sending it spinning away.
“I take it you’re upset,” Roland said mildly from the door. He was impeccably dressed in one of his Italian suits, his dark hair still damp from his shower. He held a mug and Nick could smell coffee.
Nick caught the bag as it swung toward him, stopping it. “You should have told me he was here, that you figured out he had something to do with the security breach.”
Shrugging, Roland sipped his coffee. “Keenan has always been my fault. My problem.”
“Bullshit.”
Roland raised an eyebrow. “Definitely a little upset.”
“She’s afraid of him.”
“Ah, there we have it.” Roland toasted Nick with the coffee mug. “What are you really upset about?” Roland answered his own question. “Blake. I didn’t tell you about Keenan because Blake asked me not to. He’s her business as well.”
“She’s my business,” Nick snapped and then froze.
“Is she?” Roland asked, sounding satisfied. “Did you tell her that?”
Nick gritted his teeth and ignored Roland. Didn’t mean to say that, did you, asshole? he asked himself.
“She’s my friend. She’s our friend.”
“I’ve never seen her naked. Well, not all the way.”
Nick felt every muscle in his body tense. He’d seen her. Seen her. Touched her. Tasted her.
He took a deep breath, trying to find the calm that he tried so hard to keep.
“We need to find him.”
If Keenan was the one who tried to steal the code for
MOMENT, then he wouldn’t give up just because he hadn’t gotten all the code. Keenan, as brilliant as Roland but more ruthless, had been the one to interest Roland in writing code in the first place. Keenan had also been heavily influenced by Roland’s real father, who was a huckster, thief, and con artist with all the hallmarks of a true sociopath.
Roland nodded. “I sent Milton a message this morning, letting him know that I suspect Keenan’s in town, but told him to keep his vacation plans for now. You and I can come up with a plan to find him.”
“You told Milton?”
“I planned on telling you. Once you worked out this situation with Blake.”
Situation. He’d fucked her like he’d fucked no woman in his life and he wanted more. One night and he was hooked.
“So where is she?” Roland asked, his voice deliberately incurious.
Nick took off the boxing gloves impatiently. “You know where she is. She’s supposed to stay there for now.”
“She’s not going to stay locked up in your apartment.”
“I know that. I’ll hire someone. A bodyguard.” Someone to watch over her when he couldn’t. It wasn’t being paranoid and controlling if there was an actual threat.
Roland thought that over. “Not a bad idea. Shane could do it. He’s probably bored without Milton to drive around. But what’s she going to do at night?”
Me. “She can stay with me.”
“A woman living with you? How long?”
Nick shoved the gloves into his bag, trying not to think about what it would mean to have Blake in his house, in his bed, every single night. He’d never lived with a woman—vowed to never live with a woman. They were the opposite of uncomplicated, and Blake was the worst of them for reasons he didn’t want to think about too deeply. She threatened his control, his calm. Without the anchor of his calm, predictable life, Nick knew he would be nearly as bad as his father, wanting her with him all the time, wanting her for himself. But keeping her safe was more important than his control. It was more important than anything.
“Until Keenan’s arrested. Then she’ll be able to go back to her apartment.”
“Sounds like you have it all figured out.”
Nick threw the bag over his shoulder and pushed past Roland to leave. He had nothing figured out. Not. One. Damn. Thing.

Blake intended to meet Rosa at the gym where the woman worked as a trainer, a fitness center not far from Faneuil Hall. The problem was that the only clothes she had were the work clothes she’d worn last night and her boots. Her work pants were stretchy enough that they could be worn as workout gear, but the shirt was too tight and the boots too heavy for running or even walking for a long time.
Unfortunately, she didn’t have enough in her bank account to go shopping at the moment, so she’d borrowed some cash from the top drawer of Nick’s dresser and bought some running shoes, a shirt, and a light jacket at a ridiculously expensive athletic store. Who kept neat bricks of twenties in their sock drawer? Nick, apparently. She’d left an IOU in the form of her panties, only to realize after she left that she maybe hadn’t thought that one all the way through.
Still, maybe keeping things light would shake him out of his mood. He’d been distant after their talk, closed off from her. She’d hurt him by considering leaving, though she wasn’t sure why exactly. She still knew that she’d hurt him. She’d apologized. She’d explained that she was freaking out about Keenan—that she didn’t want anyone, including him, hurt because of her poor choices. He said he understood, but that infuriating distance had never left his voice.
Frowning, she adjusted his Bluetooth headphones in her ears and started jogging from the Waterfront toward the Faneuil Hall marketplace. She loathed jogging. What the hell did Nick get out of this torture? She was cold, though the day was the warmest so far this spring, breaking into the fifties for the first time in months.
After about fifteen minutes, she quit jogging and started looking in earnest for a bite to eat. All Nick kept in his cupboards were protein powders, actual cooking staples like rice and pasta, and kale chips. Kale chips. He had great coffee, but no milk or cream, and not one bagel or bear claw to be found. She’d nibbled on a protein bar that tasted like chocolate dirt, but she was still starving, especially after all that exercise last night.
She located a small independent coffee shop with a goat stenciled on the door and pushed open the glass door with a grateful sigh. The smell of coffee and muffins greeted her as she tugged the headphones from her ears. Behind her, someone whistled low under his breath. She pretended not to notice.
She ordered a vanilla almond latte and a banana nut muffin at a table in the corner. Her phone vibrated and she pulled it out of her pocket. There was a response from Kevin telling her not to worry about her shift tonight. Nick had texted her several times. All the texts were along the lines of . . . I told you not to leave the apartment. Call me.
Roland had texted as well. Be careful. Call Nick before he implodes.
Stuffing a big bite of banana muffin in her mouth, Blake responded to Nick with: Fine. Eating a muffin. Meeting Rosa. Perfectly safe.
To Roland, she texted, He is overreacting.
Nick responded immediately by calling her. Rolling her eyes, she finished chewing and answered it sweetly, “Nick, I was just thinking of you.”
“I told you to stay—”
“In the apartment. Yes, I know. But I told Rosa I’d meet her and I need to practice defending myself. Keenan has no way of knowing about Rosa.”
“You don’t know what he knows,” Nick countered. “He could have hacked your social media, your navigation on your phone, your text messages.”
Blake thought about that and shivered, but she wasn’t convinced. Keenan could try, but it wouldn’t do him much good. In the ten years or so since she’d been involved with him, she’d avoided social media, used pay-as-you-go phones, and changed her number frequently. Her relationships with Carlos and Phillip hadn’t exactly made her want to become more socially available, either. Keenan would be more likely to ask around the old neighborhood—the still-poor section of Watertown—and see if anyone had seen her. No one had—she’d avoided her old life with the exception of Roland.
The only person she knew with the access to bug her phone were the women at work, and Nick, Roland, or Milton. Nick was the one she’d vote most likely to bug her phone, though the other two would go along with it.
“You bugged my phone, didn’t you?” she guessed.
Silence answered her, and she knew she was right. Frowning, she picked at her muffin. She didn’t like that he’d invaded her privacy that way, but she understood why he’d done it. She’d get a new phone today while she was out.
“I know you’re just trying to protect me,” she said slowly, “but there are certain boundaries you can’t cross.” Closing her eyes, she thought about what the counselor had told her. Learn to say no. It wasn’t easy for her, especially when it was Nick, who was only trying to help. She couldn’t let him, not like this.
“I’m going to get a new phone. Don’t bug it again, Nick.”
She hung up before he could say anything else, knowing it would aggravate him, and sent him another text. Thinking about sucking your cock.
If that didn’t distract him, she didn’t know what would.
Still, when she finished hitting send, she looked around the coffee shop one more time, just to check. After all, Keenan could have had her followed by tracking Roland or Nick or Milton. They were the only ties she had with her old life and they were very visible, often appearing in the Boston Globe. After a thorough look around, she didn’t see Keenan or anyone watching her with anything other than friendly interest. Ignoring one man who tried to catch her attention, she put the headphones back in her ears, but didn’t turn on the music. The phone vibrated again.
I’ll meet you at the gym after your training. Shane is going to drive you from now on.
Shane was Milton’s limo driver and friend, a bald, tattooed bruiser of a man with a thick South Boston accent. She liked Shane, but it was the first part of Nick’s text that had a satisfied smirk blooming on her face. He might be mad at her, but he couldn’t resist the sex any more than she could.
A little over an hour later, Blake had purchased a new disposable cell phone and texted everyone her new number. Rosa was waiting for her in the front of the gym, her short, muscular body outfitted in close-fitting gray pants and a tank top with the gym’s logo. Her curly dark hair was gathered at the back of her neck.
“You made it.”
“I did,” Blake agreed, though she was tired. Jogging was not a hobby she intended to take up anytime soon.
Rosa looked her over, her face considering. “So, you did fuck him.”
How did she know that? Blake pursed her lips and tried not to smile, but she felt the corner of her mouth twitch.
Rosa’s eyebrow rose even farther. “That good, huh? Wow. Good for you.”
“Thanks.” Blake shifted her feet.
“You ready to fight for your life?”
Blake met Rosa’s eyes and read the dead seriousness in the other woman’s gaze. Straightening, Blake removed the headphones from her ears. “I’m ready.”
She wasn’t sure she was, not exactly, but she’d stood up for herself once today, with someone who definitely cared about her. There was no reason she couldn’t learn to defend herself in other ways. It was her life. Hers. She wouldn’t turn it over to anyone else, not ever again, not even Nick.
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NICK WATCHED AS Blake worked with a small dark-haired woman—Rosa, he presumed—in a small room that appeared to normally be used for yoga classes. Mats were laid out on the floor beneath them.
Nick—still in jeans and a sweater—had bought a membership to the gym so that he’d be allowed inside, but he didn’t bother to pretend he wasn’t watching them practice self-defense moves through the glass wall. An employee wearing a jacket with the gym’s logo had already come by and asked him what he was doing.
“She’s my friend.” He’d nodded to Blake. “Ask her.”
The woman had nodded and gone into the room to check. When Blake looked through the glass and saw him, she’d smiled, a genuinely pleased smile. He’d felt something loosen in his chest when he’d seen that smile. He’d been afraid that she was angry with him. Afraid. He hated this.
Ten minutes later, Rosa gestured for him to join them in the room.
Curious, Nick obeyed, walking into the room warily.
Rosa held out a hand to him. “So, you’re the one.”
The one what? Nick shrugged and shook her hand, appreciating her firm grip. “I’m her friend, Nick Cord.”
Rosa released him. “Good. She needs those. I’m Rosa. Nick, you mind helping us for a few minutes?”
“I’d be happy to,” Nick agreed, though he wasn’t sure what the hell he was getting into. Wrestling with Blake sounded like fun. Wrestling with Blake and Rosa sounded like it might be a little unpleasant.
“I can teach her these moves, but bottom line is that she’s taller than me. She needs to know what it would be like to fight someone bigger and stronger.”
“I’m not that much taller.”
Rosa eyed him, assessing. “You’re stronger than most men twice your height. You illustrate my point. Big doesn’t matter as much as strong, smart, and fast.”
Nick had watched and approved of the moves Rosa had been showing Blake, and respected her even more for her straightforward manner. Stripping off his sweater, he tossed it into a corner of the room.
“What would you like me to do?”
Rosa smacked her hands together. “All right. Blake, turn your back. Nick, I want you to come up behind her and wrap both arms around her in a bear hug.”
Blake turned her back, showing off her perfect ass and long legs in those clingy pants she wore to work. The creamy white skin of her neck and shoulders glowed with a light sheen of sweat. He liked knowing that she was creamy white and smooth everywhere, and that she had a mole on her left hip.
Shaking himself, he took a deep breath and wrapped his arms around her. For a moment she didn’t react, and neither did he. They stood frozen. He could smell his soap on her skin, pictured the way she’d felt in the shower this morning, and it was all he could do to keep his body under control.
“Enough of that,” Rosa ordered briskly. “Blake, use the move I showed you. Don’t try to pull forward. Stomp on his instep with your foot and elbow him in the face. Then twist and push.”
Nick fought the urge to prevent her from moving at all. He’d been practicing martial arts too long not to instinctively react to anything she might try to do to hurt him, but he controlled himself, allowing her to stomp on his foot and swing her elbow toward his face. She didn’t connect hard, or he’d have had a black eye, but her push was strong enough to send him back several steps.
“Good. Nick, this time I want you to make it harder for her to get away.”
No problem.
They ran through the same move several times before Rosa felt confident that Blake knew it well, and then they moved on to several other positions. Nick also showed both women several other moves he knew.
“Rosa’s right,” he said to Blake. “You should use anything and everything that’s available to you. Car keys, a glass bottle, fingernails. Go for the eyes and the groin.”
Blake’s eyes were wide as she listened and her hand fluttered up to her throat, where the scars crisscrossed her neck. She’d left off any scarf or collar and looked even more beautiful for it. I forgot, Nick realized. That was how she’d gotten away from Keenan the first time. She’d nailed him in the balls with a hammer blow and managed to slip out of his hold. Nick had grabbed her and pulled her aside while Roland and Milton had tried to hold on to Keenan. They hadn’t managed it, though Roland had fought with surprising efficiency, demonstrating a knowledge of martial arts that Nick hadn’t known he possessed.
He met her eyes. No one will ever hurt you again. Not anyone, he promised her silently. You better not let anyone hurt you, especially not me.

Overhead, the sun shone brightly as Blake walked with Nick out of the gym. He’d left his sweater off, tossing it negligently over one shoulder. Both of them were squinting. The temperature had warmed considerably as well.
“Not that I’m complaining that it’s finally sunny, but I don’t suppose you drove?” Blake ventured. “I’m going to be sore for a week and I didn’t wear sunglasses.”
“I drove.” He looked at her without a hint of a smile, and she sighed. Yesterday evening he would probably have suggested that he give her a rubdown or something. Now he was too serious by half.
“Nick, I told you I was sorry about last night.” She thought that was why he was upset. If her getting a new phone bothered him, that was too bad.
“You hungry?”
“Hungry?” Blake repeated stupidly. She was hungry. Looking at him, touching him, smelling his soap on both of them, had her more than eager to hop right back in bed and continue what they’d begun last night.
“I know a place that has great pizza.”
Damn. She was a sucker for pizza and he knew it. “Okay,” she said automatically. Was this a date? She wasn’t sure. They weren’t actually dating. At this point she wasn’t even sure they were fucking. “Are we driving or walking?”
“Walking.”
“Damn.”
He stopped all of a sudden, catching her elbow. “Hang on.” Tugging her in the direction of a small kiosk selling sunglasses and hats, he pulled out his wallet and said to the kid standing nearby, “I’ll take those.” He pointed to a pair of plain black sunglasses. “And I’ll buy that hat for the lady.” He pointed to a blue hat with Boston written in cursive across the brim.
“Why, thank you.” She nudged him playfully.
“Pick out some sunglasses.” He nodded toward the glittery frames.
Determined to find a truly obnoxious pair on this fine Friday afternoon, Blake grabbed an enormous pair of Audrey Hepburn glasses with glittering rhinestones along the frames. Sliding them on her nose, she regarded him haughtily.
“They suit you,” he agreed without cracking a smile.
He paid the clerk and unceremoniously set the hat on top of her head, making the glasses slide down her nose.
“Thanks,” she muttered and fixed the hat so that her ponytail fit through the back. Once she’d adjusted the glasses, she hooked her arm through his elbow, in a much better mood to walk anywhere he liked.
“So, you’re taking me to Jessie’s place, aren’t you?”
Jessie was a former intern at Accendo who’d decided to open a gourmet wood-fired pizza place. Blake wasn’t certain, but she thought Roland, Nick, and Milton had given the girl the start-up capital.
“You’ve been there?”
Blake gave him a duh look. “Of course I’ve been there. Her pizza is fucktastic. Almost as good as an orgasm.”
He stopped walking suddenly.
Blake covered her mouth to stop herself from laughing. His face! God, she didn’t know why she’d said it; it had just popped into her head all of a sudden. She didn’t want to be awkward with Nick, she wanted to be herself. His friend and his lover.
“Sorry.” She attempted to look sober, but a snort of laughter escaped her all the same.
His eyes were narrowed, like he wanted to remind her that there was a serious threat and that she needed to be careful. She folded her arms over her chest and waited patiently for the lecture she was sure was coming.
What she got instead was dragged into a kiss that knocked the hat off her head and the breath out of her lungs. He kissed her, holding her head firm and still while he plundered her mouth with his tongue. When he was finished, when he’d thoroughly tasted her and she hung limp and moaning in his arms, he released her.
“We’ll get it to go,” he said and knelt to pick up her hat.
Blake took it numbly, wishing she could just push him against a wall somewhere and hop up on his cock.
“Okay,” she agreed, because she didn’t want to be arrested, but when she took his arm to continue walking, she let her hand oh-so-casually brush the front of his pants.
He missed a step. Ha! Not as blasé as he seemed. His cock was rock-hard beneath his jeans.
“Poor baby,” she said sweetly, not looking at him. “That must be uncomfortable.”
He smiled for the first time since the previous evening. “You can be a serious bitch. I like that about you.”
Blake blew him a kiss. “I like that about me, too.”
Her smile lasted only a few moments longer as she remembered that she’d nearly lost that part of herself somewhere along the way. Just before Phillip had beaten her up and kicked her out of the house, she’d stopped cracking jokes, stopping talking much to Nick, Roland, and Milton, stopped everything that made Phillip retaliate. Of course, with someone like that, it really didn’t matter what you did. She’d learned that the hard way. Lifting her chin, she squared her shoulders and squeezed his arm. She’d come a long way and he’d stayed her friend. They’d all stayed her friend. She wasn’t sure why exactly, but they had, and she would do anything for them.

Ten minutes later, they were walking into a small, crowded storefront with a discreet wooden sign hanging over the door that said JESSIE’S. Below it was a rough-cut symbol of a pizza.
“You know who loves this place? Shane.”
“He does?” Blake didn’t spend a lot of time with Milton’s driver and her future bodyguard, but he’d never struck her as the trendy pizza type.
“Oh, yeah. Shane loves to eat. He writes a blog about new restaurants in the city.”
“Really? Wow.”
“Yeah, he’s the reason Milton knows all the best places to call for delivery. Regina doesn’t cook, either, so if it wasn’t for Shane, they’d both starve to death.”
Blake chuckled. “You can’t talk. All you know how to make are salads and smoothies. I think Roland is the only one of you who knows how to cook anything.”
They made their way through the various tables where young people and tourists crowded and devoured slice after slice of heavenly smelling pies. In the center of the room, an enormous brick kiln had three separate half circles that flickered deep red from the wood that burned almost constantly throughout the day and evening. A high bar framed the kiln on three sides and chefs in aprons prepared the pizzas behind a short glass shield while people at the bar sat and watched.
“We order over there.” Nick pointed toward a line that wound through the tables almost to the entrance.
“I know.” Blake sighed, looking at the crowd.
They joined the line, Blake still holding on to his arm as she read over the chalkboard menu above the cashiers.
“Mmmm . . . Prosciutto and pear with goat cheese and balsamic reduction. I haven’t tried that one.”
“That’s not pizza,” Nick argued. “That sounds like dessert.”
Blake disagreed. “It sounds fucking delicious.”
“You probably think everything on that menu looks delicious.”
Looking over it again, Blake struggled to find something she wouldn’t eat. “I’m not that fond of pineapple on pizza.”
“I guess I can keep sleeping with you, then.”
Blake punched him in the arm with her free hand. “Nick. You made a joke. I’m so proud.”
“Nick, what are you doing in line?”
Blake turned to see Jessie, her dark hair gathered in an unruly bun, coming toward them wearing her chef’s apron. She had a large nose with a scattering of freckles, an olive complexion, and an eyebrow ring.
“Hey, Jessie.” Nick smiled at her warmly. “This is Blake. A friend of ours.”
“I’ve heard of you.” Jessie smiled and held her hand out to Blake. “The bosses talked about you sometimes. I’m surprised we never met.” Her eyes flicked over the scars on Blake’s neck, but her gaze remained steady and friendly.
Blake shook the other woman’s hand, surprised to find herself trusting the genial warmth she saw in Jessie’s eyes. “Me, too,” Blake agreed. “God knows what the boys had to say about me.”
“Nothing bad.” She shook her head. “They love you.”
“The business is still doing well.” Nick pointedly changed the subject, glancing around at the crowd in the restaurant even though it was late for lunch, nearly two o’clock.
“Yeah,” Jessie agreed with a laugh. “I never get to go home and my feet are killing me, but things are going really well.”
“I’m glad. You deserve it.”
“No, you deserve to come and sit at the reserve table, as you well know. None of the bosses have to wait in line.”
Blake gave him a sidelong look. “You were going to make me wait in this line when you have a table waiting?”
Nick shrugged. “I guess not. Lead the way, Chef Jessie.”
Smiling, the woman did, stopping here and there to check with a diner about the service.
The reserve table was in the corner next to the prep station, a little out of the way of the flow of traffic. A server actually came and took their order and brought them drinks. Nick had water, Blake ordered a beer.
“You can’t drink water with pizza. It’s beer or a Coke. Preferably beer.”
“You can stop giving me a hard time,” he informed her.
Blake wasn’t so sure about that. There were still small lines of tension around his mouth, but she didn’t actually want to annoy him. She wanted to kiss him, she realized. And not a kiss like the one he’d given her outside. She wanted to kiss his cheek and lay her head on his shoulder. But that seemed so . . . sweet.
Hesitating, uncertain why the idea bothered her, she smiled at him instead. “All right. I guess we’re not taking this to go.”
Nick shrugged. “Downside of the reserve table.”
“That’s okay,” Blake murmured, taking a sip of her beer. “We have all night.”
He didn’t say anything, but beneath the table his hand stroked her thigh.
“Yeah,” he agreed, but, after a quick squeeze, his hand fell away. “We need to talk about a few things.”
Ugh. Gack. She didn’t want to talk about anything. She wanted to pretend that everything was okay, that she and Nick were a normal couple having a fantastic lunch before they went back to his apartment and fucked like bunnies.
“Okay.” She sipped her beer again. They did have things to talk about, plans to make, especially if she was going to stay with him for a while. Stay with him. Somehow it hadn’t felt quite real until this second.
“First, Roland and I are going to make sure Keenan is caught. Can you think of anything—anything—that might help us find him?”
Blake blinked. Find Keenan. She never wanted to see Keenan again. That was stupid, though. That was scared Blake. Smart Blake knew that the best way to stop worrying about Keenan Shy was to make sure he went to jail and stayed there. Odds were it had been too long for him to go to jail for her near-strangulation, but he’d committed other crimes.
“Yeah.” She nodded. “I’ll tell you everything I remember, but Roland knew him as well as I did. Better.”
“He said you might not have anything new, but I thought you might have heard something.”
Frowning, Blake remembered that Maura—Detective O’Halloran—had requested that Roland contact her. There were also the letters, but she didn’t want to mention those, not to Nick.
“Do you guys have any proof that Keenan was behind the theft at Accendo?”
“Nothing concrete, but Roland thinks that we will soon.”
“There’s a Boston PD detective, Maura O’Halloran. She thinks that Keenan is responsible for the murder of a young couple from the West End. He shot them in the head and stole their car, leaving their daughter in her car seat next to their bodies on the side of the road.”
“When was this?”
“She contacted me and Roland a few weeks after—” She pointed to her neck. “But apparently he did it the same night he left the country.”
“So Roland already knows about this?”
Blake nodded. “But Maura’s been working it as a cold case for the past ten years. She checks in with me every few months. She might know more.”
Nick frowned. “She sounds . . . dedicated.”
“No.” Blake shook her head, wishing she didn’t have to tell him the next part. “The couple who was killed was her little brother and his wife. Their daughter, Maddie, lives with her now. She just turned eleven.”
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KEENAN HAD KILLED two people. Nick didn’t feel any better about Blake’s safety knowing that, even if it had been ten years since he’d been in her life.
While they’d waited for their pizza, he’d called Roland and given him the detective’s contact information.
“I remember her,” Roland had muttered. “Blake was still in the hospital and she kept insisting on asking her questions. Her father was a detective, as well.”
“Why didn’t I know about this?”
“It was after I convinced you to leave the hospital. You’d been there for three days without leaving. She came right after that.”
“I can’t believe I didn’t hear about it at some point.”
“We were all trying to recover from what had happened to Blake and from the theft of the game software. Graduation was coming up, and Keenan was nowhere to be found. Jack even hired a private investigator, but he couldn’t find him.”
Jack Chandler was Roland’s stepfather, a former state representative, and a very decent man—the complete opposite of Roland’s actual father, Cliff “Crawly” Cozen. Crawly had taken Keenan in as a kid, shortly after Roland’s mom had left and married Jack, taking Roland with her. Roland had spent every summer with Crawly and Keenan, though, as part of the custody agreement.
Keenan had been a fascinating person, full of confidence and charm, the kind of person who could manipulate anyone into just about anything. Only a few people knew about his temper or his complete lack of conscience when it came to getting what he wanted. As far as Nick could tell, that had always been more money, more power, more control.
Nick glanced at Blake as they left the restaurant. She seemed calmer today, less uncertain, but he hadn’t forgotten the look on her face as she sat in his living room, debating whether or not to tell him about Keenan. Apparently she still wanted to keep fucking while she was staying with him.
Staying with him. Blake. In his house. In his bed. He felt his heart rate increase and fought the urge to tell her he needed to go for a run. She would be there when he came home from work. She’d want to go to dinner and the movies and not just eat salad and work out in the gym upstairs. His whole life would be filled with Blake, but she wasn’t really his, could never be his. He wouldn’t be able to escape the feelings she engendered in him.
“So what do you need from your apartment?” he asked instead. It was something to say.
“Not much.” She seemed to want to reassure him, patting his arm. “I can get it.”
“No.”
“Nick—”
He stopped. “I don’t want you to go back there right now. Just in case. I’ll have Shane go by and pick up whatever you need.”
“Shane isn’t going to want to go through my underwear drawer.”
Nick hadn’t thought of that. He didn’t want Shane—or any other man—anywhere near Blake’s underwear.
“All right. I’ll go myself. Later. For now, let’s pick up a few essentials.” He turned around, away from the direction of his apartment and back toward the marketplace. He took a few steps and stopped when he realized that she wasn’t following him.
He stepped back to her and lifted up her sunglasses so he could see her eyes.
“What’s wrong?”
She was frowning, her eyes troubled. “I don’t want you to buy me things, Nick. That’s not why—”
“Shut up.”
Her mouth dropped open. He dropped a kiss on her open lips, just because they were there and he could, at least for the time being.
When he ended the kiss, he slid her glasses back down to her nose. “I have more money than I could spend in thirty lifetimes. I will buy you anything I damn well please because I want to. If it makes you feel bad, you can help me with something for the kids at the hospital.”
She didn’t say anything for a long moment, but then she closed her mouth and sighed. “You know I’ll help you with something for the kids. I was thinking of stopping by and checking on them, but it’s already three o’clock.”
Nick reached out and took her hand. “I actually sent some of the developers from Accendo over there after lunch—the gamers, mostly. It’s part of what I wanted to talk to you about.”
“They’re playing video games with the kids?”
“They are,” he agreed. “They were thrilled to get to leave work and help out.”
“You sent them.”
“Well, I asked them if they wanted to.”
She went to her tiptoes and wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him as thoroughly as he’d kissed her earlier. Unable to help himself, he kissed her back, letting his hands rest on her hips.
The shoppers in the marketplace wove around them, some of them giggling. One kid said, “Get a room,” and laughed with his buddies.
Nick eased back, not wanting to draw too much attention, and heard someone say, very distinctly, “She’ll never be yours.”
Pulling Blake’s hands from around his neck, he turned to identify the speaker, but the crowd was thick with people who’d taken off work early on a sunny Friday afternoon. Everyone was wearing hats and sunglasses. He leapt onto a nearby bench and looked around but didn’t see anyone he recognized as Keenan, or anyone else he recognized, for that matter.
“What’s wrong?” Blake asked from behind him, looking around herself.
“I heard something,” he muttered. He could’ve sworn he’d heard Keenan’s voice. She’ll never be yours. Keenan had said that to him once ten years earlier, when he’d caught Nick staring at Blake one night after they’d been hanging out.
“What was it?”
He could have imagined it, he supposed. It wasn’t like the thought hadn’t flashed through his head every time he’d seen her. He jumped nimbly down from the bench. “Come on—my car’s at Accendo’s garage. We’ll go to Newbury Street instead.”
He knew she liked Newbury Street. It’s where she dragged him to shop for Christmas presents every year.
“Nick, first, you don’t buy ‘essentials’ on Newbury Street. Second, what the hell happened?”
“I thought I heard Keenan.”
She tried to stop, but he pulled her along back toward Accendo, still tensed and searching for any sign of a threat.
“Are you sure?”
Nick shook his head. “No. He hasn’t contacted any of us for ten years. I may have imagined it.”
She didn’t say anything.
Nick didn’t stop walking, but he slowed down a little. “He hasn’t—has he? Contacted you?”
“No.” She shook her head. “He hasn’t, but Nick, he was always . . .” She trailed off for a moment, visibly shuddering. “Patient. Even when he was angry.”
Yeah. Nick remembered that about him.
“So, we’ll take my car instead, pick up a few things, get some dinner, and go back to my apartment. I’ll go by your apartment tomorrow with Roland.”
“Are you sure?”
They’d reached the parking garage where Nick had left his Subaru that morning. Nick wasn’t certain what she was asking, but he was sure he didn’t want her in danger, and he was sure that he wanted her in his bed again . . . even if she wasn’t really his, even if it was only for a short time.
“I’m sure.”

Four hours later, Blake realized she’d gone a little overboard. Full dark had fallen by the time they arrived back at Nick’s apartment, and the backseat of his Subaru was full of packages. He parked in the garage and took his private elevator up to the apartment. She was carrying several shopping bags in each hand and Nick held even more, including bags with their take-out Chinese food.
He’d insisted that she buy new clothes, makeup, toiletries, shoes, and underwear while he waited patiently and carried the accumulating packages. The only store where he’d offered any input had been a lingerie shop, where he’d selected several pieces after she’d suggested, loudly, that he pick out something he’d like.
Her conscience had attempted to chime in on occasion—like when she’d picked out the six-hundred-dollar Hugo Boss booties with the metallic chains that draped over the instep, but she’d managed to squash the little bastard into a tiny mewling ball. It wasn’t every day that she spent thousands upon thousands of dollars on herself, and after all, the man had practically bullied her into it. Practically.
Of course, the jolt of fear she’d received when Nick had leapt away from her in the marketplace had only made her more determined to distract herself, and him, from thoughts of Keenan Shy. She wasn’t going to spend her time brooding about him. Bad enough that she wasn’t working and was sponging off Nick.
With a sigh, she set all the bags on his couch. She wasn’t certain where Nick wanted her to put her stuff. In his bedroom seemed a bit invasive, so she was thinking the guest room, but at the moment she was too hungry to do anything except chase down the food.
Nick had already headed toward the kitchen, trailing the scent of egg rolls and fried rice behind him. She turned on the overhead lights for him, the bright bulbs reflecting off all the shiny surfaces. If she lived here, she’d add a plant or two, maybe a pop of color to the backsplash—all the chrome and white was impressive, but . . . She caught herself. She did live here, for the moment, but it was temporary.
“I am so hungry,” she growled, taking the bags from him and setting them on the counter. Nick went to put down the shopping bags with the rest while she pulled plates out of his cabinets—again white—and opened all the magic boxes with the red Chinese characters. Sticking an egg roll in her mouth, she found a spoon and began scooping fried rice out onto the plates.
Nick came back in and laughed, pulling the egg roll out of her mouth and taking a bite himself. “No one would know that you ate an entire pizza and a salad just this afternoon.”
“Mmmm.” Blake finished chewing her bite of egg roll. “Are you trying to say I’m a pig?”
Nick managed to keep his face straight as he slid his eyes down her body. “No.” He touched her hip. “I was just suggesting that you have a healthy appetite.” His eyes fastened on her breasts.
Blake let her lashes fall to half-mast. “Why don’t you give me another bite of that egg roll, handsome?”
He did, holding it up to her lips.
With a deliberately seductive pout, Blake wrapped her lips around the end of the egg roll, her eyes laughing.
He was shaking his head even as she bit down and took a huge bite.
Handing her a napkin, he finished off the egg roll himself. “I don’t think that went the way you planned.”
She snorted. “Are you kidding? That went exactly the way I planned.”
She found a crisp white wine with pear notes in his wine fridge and opened it, letting it breathe while she located two white wineglasses.
“You know this stuff is terrible for you?” He spooned beef and peppers onto a bed of rice.
Shrugging, she poured two glasses of wine, then corked the wine and set it back in the fridge. “It’s not like I eat it all the time. I’ll cook something healthy tomorrow night.”
“You’re going to cook?” He added sweet-and-sour chicken to another section.
“I can cook. My mom taught me.”
Nick looked doubtful, carefully wiping sweet-and-sour sauce from his thumb with a napkin. “You never talk about your mom.”
She shrugged. “She died when I was little. My dad never got over it.”
“Where’s he now?”
“I’m not sure, actually.”
“You’re not sure?”
“Nope.” She picked up both wineglasses. “Bring the plates, sexy.”
She put the glasses on the coffee table, then moved the bags to the side while he set the plates down. He’d brought napkins and silverware as well.
He stopped for a moment, looking at the couch as if he’d never seen one before. “You know there is a kitchen table. Is there a reason we’re eating in the living room?”
“It’s cozier.” She sat on the couch, shivering a little at the cold leather, and curled her legs under her. “Don’t you ever eat in here?”
He sat next to her and handed her a plate loaded with food. “I usually sit at the table in the kitchen reading the news, or I bring it with me on my way to the office.”
“Right.” Blake saluted him with her fork. “The smoothies.” Spearing a piece of chicken covered in sweet orange sauce, she took a large bite.
He picked up his own plate. “They’re not that bad. I’ll make you one in the morning.”
She smiled at him. “You’re cute. I may not be working at the bar, but that doesn’t mean I’m getting up at the crack of dawn to drink smoothies with you.” She’d called Kevin earlier to explain the situation and tell him that she wouldn’t be in for a while. He’d told her to be careful.
They chewed in silence for a while as he digested that piece of news. “So what do you want to do?”
“You sound terrified.” She chuckled. She couldn’t really blame him.
She had actually been thinking about this. She knew she couldn’t sit around and do nothing. What’s more, Nick knew it as well. “Well, I can help with this mystery video game project you have in mind for the kids, but I was also thinking that I could do some work online for school. You cool if I borrow your Mac?”
“Why don’t I just buy you your own?”
Blake smiled. “Afraid I’ll find out all your secrets?”
“Yes,” he said easily.
She laughed. “What secrets could you possibly have left after ten years?”
He didn’t answer.
Studying the carefully closed look on his face, she pursed her lips. “Addiction to anime porn?”
He snorted.
“Illegitimate child?”
“Be serious.”
“Fear of paisley?”
He gave her an incredulous look. “That’s not a thing.”
“Oh, it’s totally a thing. Remember Samuel?”
Samuel had been one of her brief dating forays prior to Carlos. She’d met him while working at the perfume counter and had gone out on two dates with him.
“Vaguely.”
“The one with the smartcar who was doing that juice cleanse diet.”
Nick nodded. “The gym rat.”
“Yeah, well, I showed up for our third date wearing a paisley top and he freaked out. Asked me if I would go home and change.”
Nick smiled widely, flashing his dimple, and Blake felt her heart just kind of stutter and fall over in her chest.
To hide her sudden discomfort, Blake set her empty plate on the table and picked up her wine, watching him as he finished eating. He ate the way he seemed to do everything, with precision and grace. When he was finished, seemingly unperturbed by her gaze, he gathered up both plates and disappeared into the kitchen. Odd man. She heard the sound of water running and knew he was probably loading the dishwasher. A man who didn’t just dump his dishes in the sink. Blake was a big believer in rewarding good behavior.
With a mischievous grin, she put her wine aside and gathered up all the shopping bags, carrying them into the guest bedroom, which was nicer than any hotel room she’d ever seen. The decorator had chosen light gray for the walls with accents of black and white and pops of bright blue. The furniture was modern, like the rest of the house, with several framed drawings that looked like illustrations of sea voyages. She would have to ask Nick why he liked images of fishing and the sea.
She dumped all the bags onto the bed and turned on a lamp on the nightstand. As she began digging through them, looking for the bag with the lingerie he’d chosen, a knock sounded on the open door to the guest room. She turned around and saw Nick, leaning against the doorframe, muscles outlined by his T-shirt, his chin just beginning to show some blond scruff. He looked . . . hot.
“Hey, there,” she said simply. “I was going to surprise you.”
He didn’t move, but a muscle in his jaw twitched. “I hate surprises.”
Blake tossed the bag she was holding back on the bed and walked over to him, taking his chin in her hand and enjoying the way the bristles of his evening beard prickled the skin of her palm.
“You’re going to like this one. Meet me in your bedroom, naked.”
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NICK HESITATED OUTSIDE the guest bedroom doors, which Blake had unceremoniously shut behind him. She wanted him to wait in his room, naked. He’d never taken orders in bed before and wasn’t sure why he would now, except that Blake had asked him to . . . and he was curious. What exactly did she intend to do to him?
Frowning slightly, he adjusted himself before walking across the hall into his bedroom. He’d thought, for some reason, that she’d be staying in his room with him while she was here. Part of him was glad she’d chosen the guest bedroom. He didn’t know how well he would have handled seeing evidence of her in the room he considered his space, but he’d just assumed . . .
Shaking his head at his own stupidity, he removed his shoes and carried them to his closet, putting them away in exactly the same spot he always did. Half of the walk-in was empty—he didn’t find clothing all that interesting—but her clothes would have fit just fine in the empty space. Glancing down at a small chest in the corner of the closet, he considered opening it, maybe taking out a few of the things he kept there.
No. With harsh, quick movements, he stripped off his T-shirt and shucked his pants, tossing both in the laundry bin. Naked, he walked through the master bedroom and into the bathroom, determined to clean up a little. He wasn’t entirely certain what she had in mind, but he was hoping that a surprise meant she was going to blow him. Just the thought of those lips wrapped around his cock made him harden painfully.
He turned on the shower and stepped inside before the water had warmed up at all, ignoring the goose bumps that covered his body. He scrubbed himself quickly and rinsed, then dried off with a towel, wrapping it around his waist and stepping up to the sink.
Glancing at the mirror, he rubbed his chin, feeling the bristles, and considered shaving, but he thought she might actually like the stubble, maybe between her legs. An image of her on all fours, the swollen folds of her pussy open for him, made him gasp. God. He wanted to tie her up again, this time thoroughly, lacing the ropes and knots on her body in the tradition of Shibari, until she surrendered, utterly and completely, to him. Until she admitted she was his.
He braced his hands on the marble counter and stared at his reflection. His.
I lied, he realized.
To himself. To everyone else. He’d said that he would never live with a woman because he liked his space and his routine, and women were the antithesis of the calm and control that dictated his everyday existence, but that was only a small piece of the truth. The bigger truth was that no other woman was like Blake Webster. No other woman could have shaken the calm that he’d worked so hard to achieve, because he hadn’t cared enough for them to matter.
He’d structured his life to avoid messy emotional entanglements. He’d seen his father fall in love over and over again, and when a woman moved in, at first Nick had fallen in love with her as well, looking for the mother that he’d never known. But they always left. Always. He’d learned not to care, not to attach himself too deeply to anyone. But Blake had snuck inside his guard and planted herself too deeply for his calm control to matter. The only reason he hadn’t beaten every man who touched her was because Blake wasn’t part of the everyday moments of his life. She wasn’t in his house filling the air with her perfume and making him eat Chinese food, or sitting on his couch, or about to surprise him with God knew what kind of kinky sex, and the part of him that he kept tied down, the part that was his father’s son, was starting to believe that she should belong to him. He was going to scare her away.
“My, my. What are we thinking about?”
Nick straightened and turned, surprised that he hadn’t heard the door. She could be quiet when she wanted to, like any good thief.
She was looking between his legs, at the erection that brushed his belly, but his gaze fixed on her body in the lingerie he’d selected, a black corset top that pushed up her breasts but barely covered her nipples, which peeked over the top of a delicate fringe of lace, a garter belt and black stockings, and black stilettos. She wore no underwear. He could clearly see the thatch of blond curls between her legs.
He felt his mouth go dry.
“I had so much fun with the ropes last night, I thought it would be fun to give you a turn,” she said sweetly, and held up a set of bondage restraints that looked very familiar. The restraints included wrist and ankle cuffs chained together with a collar around the neck for the submissive to wear.
He swallowed.
“I found these in your closet.”
“The chest was locked,” he said automatically, knowing that it didn’t make any difference.
“Uh-huh. I had no idea you were so kinky, Mr. Cord.”
Nick had never worn that bondage gear in his life. He had—occasionally—entertained women who were amendable to a little rough play, but he wouldn’t have suggested that Blake wear it, not yet anyway, not when she’d been abused in the past.
“You don’t have to do this,” he said, trying not to show how desperately he wanted to see her chained and collared for him. He wanted that.
She smiled at him sweetly. “I know. I’m tempted to make you wear it. You’d wear it for me, wouldn’t you?”
Nick began to sweat. Would he? Could he surrender himself to her, let her chain him? He could always free himself. Blake probably could as well. The point wasn’t that he couldn’t escape, but that he would willingly surrender.
“Yeah,” he managed and swallowed. “If that’s what you want.”
She weighed the restraints in her hands, the chains jingling as she moved. Nick shivered at the sound, imaging the collar being strapped around his neck. He hated being vulnerable, hated it.
“You would, wouldn’t you?” she said softly. “But it’s not what you want.”
What he wanted was to toss her on the bed and fuck her, quickly, roughly, and stop having to think so much. He wanted to lose himself in her, in the hot warmth of her body.
“I want you to be happy, enjoy yourself.”
A blinding smile bloomed over her face. “Damn. Well, I guess you’re going to have to put it on, then. I want to torture you a little.”
Nick swallowed and approached, feeling awkward and stiff as he came closer and closer to her. She’d brushed out her hair, letting it fall around her shoulders, and she smelled clean, like she’d washed up just as he had.
When he was standing in front of her, close enough to reach out and touch, he stopped and waited.
She swallowed, her eyes a little wide. “What part do I put on first?”
“Whatever you want.”
“Hmm.” She eyed him, her breath already speeding up as she reached out and took one of his hands. With a small sigh, she brushed his knuckles over the hard nipples peeking over the edge of the corset top.
He held his arm up, resisting the urge to cup her breast, as she secured his left wrist with the restraint. His right wrist followed. The chains descended to a small connecting loop. From the loop, chains extended to the ankle cuffs. She knelt to secure his ankles and he let his hands drop, chained in front of him as they were. Her knuckles brushed his ankles and he closed his eyes, feeling the leather cuffs wrap snugly into place.
He heard her straighten in front of him, but he kept his eyes closed, trying to keep his breathing regular and even.
“How does that feel?” she asked quietly.
Like he was vulnerable, like he couldn’t escape. He felt like snarling. He could escape whenever he wanted. He knew that. “Fine,” he managed gruffly, willing her to hurry up.
The chains clinked. He could feel a slight tugging on his wrists, like a fish on the end of a line, as she lifted the collar in place around his neck. The collar connected to the wrist cuffs from chains attached to metal rings on either side of his neck.
When she was finished, she stepped away and his eyes snapped open. She was staring at him. Even as he watched, her hand descended in between her legs and she touched herself, distracting him from his discomfort.
“I guess I do like this,” she said softly. “I’m wet.”
Nick felt his face redden and he shifted in his chains.
“Shhh . . .” She stepped forward and brushed his lips with the fingers she’d put between her legs. “Can you taste how much I want you?”
He smelled her first, the musky salt scent of her flesh imprinted on his brain for all time, and, without thinking about it, took her fingers into his mouth and sucked, tasting her as she’d asked.
She moaned, her free hand going to his chest to tease and stroke his nipples. “I love it when you touch my breasts,” she told him. “It’s like you know just how much to pinch before stopping, how to rub me so that I can’t think of anything except your cock inside me.”
Nick bit down on her fingers, just enough to hurt, and she gasped.
“Naughty,” she told him, removing her fingers from his mouth and trailing them down his arms, over his bound wrists, to the head of his cock, where a small bead of moisture had escaped.
She touched the pearly drop and brought her fingers to her own lips, tasting him. “Fair’s fair,” she said softly, meeting his eyes as she took the tip of her finger in her own mouth.
Nick tried to reach for her with his bound hands, but she stepped away. “Stay still, darling. I’m going to take that dick in my mouth. Would you like that?”
Stupidest question ever. He froze, watching as her eyes fastened on his cock. “Yes,” he bit out, not one hundred percent certain he wouldn’t come as soon as her mouth landed on him.
“Good,” she murmured and went to her knees in front of him. Beautiful Blake gripped his ass with her left hand and cupped his balls with her right. He looked down, trying desperately to see over his cuffed hands. He wanted to watch her take him in her mouth. He wanted to remember it forever.
Her lips, pink and pouting, gently brushed the head of his bobbing dick first, teasing him. The tip of her pink tongue came out and tasted him, making him pant in anticipation. Then slowly, inevitably, she took him in the hot, slick cavern of her hungry mouth.
Nick began chanting in his head. Holy fuck. Holy fuck. Holy fuck.
He hit the back of her throat before she’d covered his full length and he groaned as she clamped her lips around him and slid back up. She shifted her right hand from playing with his balls to gripping the base of his cock, then she was sliding her mouth over him again, pressing her tongue against him as she moved.
“Oh, fuck,” he gasped, rocking his hips. The chains swayed toward her, hitting her and bouncing back to slide coldly over his thighs and knees.
Over and over her mouth clamped and slid, sucking and licking, taking him just to the edge and pulling away.
He panted as she sat back on her heels and shoved her corset down just enough so that her tits popped out. Bending forward, she squeezed her own breasts around his dick, sliding it between them, the pink crests pointing up at him as she rubbed him, slick from her mouth.
“Do you want to come like this?” she asked, taking the tip of one nipple and brushing it over the head of his dick.
He wanted to come, period. “Yes,” he begged. “I want to see my come on those tits, around your neck.”
She shifted a little higher and used her tits to squeeze him, working him, milking him until he came, spurting white jets all over the top of her creamy white breasts. The orgasm went on and on, until fluid streamed over her neck and pooled in the hollow between her collarbones.
When it was finished, Nick felt every muscle in his body go limp, and it was all he could do not to fall to his knees beside her. He felt her touch on his ankles, removing the cuffs, and then she was moving in front of him, swiftly handling the restraints around his wrists as well.
“I hope you can go again,” she said as she took off the collar around his neck and let the chains fall to the floor.
As soon as she released him, he seized her and carried her toward the bed, laying her down so that her legs dangled over the side of the mattress. Sliding his hands down her thighs, past her knees to her ankles, he lifted first one leg and then the other so that the heels of her shoes hooked on the edge of the bed, spreading her wide for him.
His hands slid to the insides of her thighs, petting her, before he dipped his head and teased her clit with just the tip of his tongue.
“You did like that,” he said against the slick folds of her skin. She was wet and swollen, her body dripping with the need to get fucked.
“Yes,” she gasped. “Shit.”
He put the heel of his right hand against her mound while his fingers slid into the soft molten core of her. He used his left arm to brace his upper body above her while he bent to capture one taut pink nipple between his teeth.
He worked her gently, easing back when he sensed that she was about to come, torturing her as she’d done to him.
“Nick, please,” she begged. Her body arched toward him desperately.
Shifting, he moved so that his mouth was between her legs again, this time using his teeth, clamping very lightly on the throbbing peak at the center of her pleasure. At the same time, he slid two fingers deep inside her, curling upward. Flushed and panting, she writhed with the motion of his fingers, small noises erupting from her throat as he began to suckle her, the motion of his fingers unrelenting.
She came with a loud cry, her body clamping down on his fingers, squeezing him and making him wish that it were his cock inside her. He kept moving, riding out the crest of her shudders, until she went limp and trembling beneath him.
He removed his hand from between her legs and collapsed next to her, feeling like he’d just run a marathon at high altitude.
After a few minutes, she shifted so that she was turned toward him, her eyes soft and slumberous. She touched his cheek. “Is it always like this for you?”
He frowned, catching her hand and kissing her fingers. “Like what?”
She levered herself up onto one elbow. “Like you can’t get enough, like you want to try anything and everything and the possibilities are endless.”
Nick stared at her. He felt that way, but he thought it was because he knew he would only have her for a little while, and while he had her, he wanted to touch and taste every inch, commit to memory every line and curve and sound she made as he pleasured her.
“It’s never felt this way to me before,” he admitted and hoped she didn’t ask him for more of an answer. She’d touched on something he’d buried long ago, and having her here was slowly, inevitably, bringing it to the surface, like an anchor that had been sent deep and was slowly, inch by inch, becoming visible in the depths.
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AFTER TAKING A shower and painting her nails, Blake sat with Nick on his couch in her new Agent Provocateur silk pajamas and drank her wine. She’d turned the TV on, but was only half watching the news as Nick worked on his laptop. He was wearing reading glasses. God, he was gorgeous.
“Roland says that he spoke to your detective,” Nick said. He was reading an email.
“Yeah? Did she know anything else?”
His hair was still damp from the shower and he wore gray flannel pants and nothing else. He typed rapidly for a moment.
“Apparently Keenan is suspected in the murder of two men and a woman at a software company in Hong Kong almost two years ago, though he seems to be going by the name Curtis Venture. Interpol has a file on him as well, but she didn’t have access to it.”
Blake contemplated the bottom of her wineglass. “I wonder how she knew to connect this Curtis Venture to Keenan.”
“Roland wonders the same thing. He’s meeting her to go over the files.”
“Hmm. Did you tell him about what you heard today?”
“I don’t know what I heard today.”
Blake sighed. “You should at least mention it.”
“All right,” he replied grudgingly.
Shifting, Blake tapped her nails on her wineglass restlessly. Normally she’d be at work right now, moving quickly to keep up with the busy Friday night crowd at the Hairy Lemon. It didn’t feel right, to sit here and do nothing.
“I know you have another laptop around here somewhere. Even an old one.”
He looked at her. “What do you do at home when you need to use a computer?”
“I go to the library,” she shot back. Phillip had taken the computer they’d bought, along with most of the furniture and all of their savings account. He’d been a stock analyst at an online brokerage firm. She’d met him while working as an administrative assistant for a law office in the same building. She’d thought she’d been smart and picked someone stable, but he’d turned out to be the worst of all of them. She shuddered.
Nick scowled. “Hang on. I can set something up for you.”
He logged out and set his Mac on the couch between them. He walked back toward the door and went upstairs onto the second floor. Blake listened to his footsteps overhead. She knew his office and another large room were up there, but she hadn’t seen them since he’d had the building renovated.
He came back downstairs carrying a thick black laptop that looked several pounds heavier than the Mac he had placed between them.
“Okay, this is an older laptop, but I’ll set it up for you until tomorrow. We can go to the Apple store then.”
“You don’t need to buy me a Mac.” She shook her head. “I can use that . . . thing.”
He ignored her and opened the black behemoth, scowling when it took a couple minutes to log on. “I wouldn’t subject anyone to this for long.”
“You’re spoiled,” she pointed out.
He didn’t acknowledge that comment, logging onto the computer with sharp taps of his fingers on the keyboard. Blake sighed and picked up his Mac. She didn’t know his password. She might have tried to guess—she had a few ideas, but he seemed serious about not wanting her to be on his computer. She logged on as a guest instead and pulled up Safari.
She searched for the website of the community college where she’d been taking online courses in Excel and business administration. Most of the people who managed charitable organizations had business degrees or were from a related field, so she’d started with some of the general requirements.
Nick was looking at his computer in her lap and frowning. Probably irritated that I’m touching his stuff. She ignored him and logged in to the college’s site.
Her therapist had helped her realize that one of the reasons she became involved in so many damaging relationships was because of her father’s distance after her mother was gone. Though he’d physically still been present, he’d stopped really seeing or acknowledging her. She’d been a ghost.
So, when she’d ventured out on her own, she’d attached herself to the first man who said he needed her—Keenan. His attention had made her feel wanted and valuable and important.
Her therapist had suggested that, rather than suppress those needs, she find other, more positive ways to improve her feelings of self-worth. At first she hadn’t known how to go about it. Waitressing just didn’t give her the sense that she was really helping anyone or that she really even mattered, but then she’d helped put on the magic show for the kids. Seeing them struggle so hard and knowing that something she’d done had helped, if only in a small way, had changed her.
She pulled up the week’s assignments and saw that she’d missed a due date.
“Shit,” she muttered. “I forgot that was due yesterday.”
She glanced over at Nick and saw that he was still watching her, a frown between his eyes. “Why did you ask Roland to help you get a job waitressing? You were working as an administrative assistant before, weren’t you?”
“Yeah.” And before that she’d sold perfume at the Macy’s counter. That was where she’d met Carlos. Blake wondered why he hadn’t asked her that a year ago, when she’d started working at the Hairy Lemon. “I don’t know. At the time I wanted something different, away from everyone I used to know. I’ve waitressed before. I’m good at it.”
He nodded.
“And now it means that I have time to take classes during the day if I want, so I’ll be a waitress for a while longer.”
Still frowning, he went back to whatever he was doing on the laptop.
“What?” she prompted.
“Nothing. Never mind.”
“Just say whatever it is.”
“I hate seeing you working as a waitress, waiting on all those men. They look at you and I know they’re thinking . . .” He stopped himself. “I hate it,” he finished.
Blake swallowed. She didn’t know what to say to that. He hated it. Carlos had hated it when other men looked at her and would rage at her for encouraging them, but this was Nick. He would never blame her for the way men reacted to her, would he? He’d always been protective of her, but this seemed like more than that. “Why do you hate it?”
He was silent for a long moment. “Partly because they don’t see you. They just see part of you.”
Her tits, her ass, occasionally her face. She knew it. She lived it. “It’s not so bad. The same thing happens no matter where I work.” She looked down at her chest. “Men see these and it’s like I’m this object.”
“I’m sorry.” Nick shook his head. “I have no right to say anything.”
Maybe not, Blake thought, studying him, but the fact that you feel that way is interesting. It worried her a little. What else went on in that mysterious brain of his?
She leaned over to watch him work on the computer he’d brought from upstairs. “What are you doing to it?” she asked curiously, hoping that he would accept the change in subject. The screen was dark, with nothing but lines of what looked like code to her.
“Nothing fancy. I’m reformatting the drive and then I’m going to install updated software and Office and whatever else you need.”
Blake watched him for a moment. He was focused on the screen as if it held the secrets of the universe. “Have you always been this way?”
He looked up at her, lifting his glasses so he could see her clearly. “What way?”
“Intense. About everything.”
Nodding, he slid his glasses back down on his nose. “It runs in my family.”
Blake knew that his dad had been abusive, but she wasn’t sure about the details, nor did she feel comfortable asking, since she didn’t want to talk about her past, either.
With a sigh, she opened her assignment for her business class and began reading.
“Have you ever been sailing?” he asked a few minutes later, seemingly out of the blue.
“Sailing?” She chuckled. “No.”
“The weather’s supposed to be even warmer tomorrow. I’d like to take you sailing, if you’d be interested.”
He seemed hesitant somehow, like he was afraid she would turn him down or something. “Yeah. I mean, I’ll be next to useless, but I’ll go if you want.”
He nodded. “I have a boat docked in the harbor. We can walk over there in the morning.”
Blake felt her eyes narrow. “Just how early are we talkin’?”
He laughed. “Probably fairly early, but I’ll feed you first. Real food.”
“What kind of real food?”
“French toast?” he ventured.
“Deal,” she said. Sailing. She’d watched the boats when she was growing up. Quite a few people in her old neighborhood had worked with boats or on boats, but she hadn’t been one of them. Based on all the images of boats and ships in his apartment, she couldn’t say she was surprised that Nick liked to sail, but she hadn’t ever heard him talk about it. When they hung out, they mostly talked about her, she realized, or about Roland or Milton, or the kids at the hospital. Then there had been those long periods when she hadn’t spoken to him or the other men at all. She’d been too busy working and trying to appease Carlos or Phillip. Not even Keenan’s abuse had prepared her for what Carlos and Phillip had done.
Keenan had never indicated to her that he was jealous, not outright; it would have ruined his confident image, but she’d found out from Roland that he would quietly damage anyone who spoke to her in a way that he didn’t like by stealing from them, setting them up, or physically harming them. That had been bad enough, but it hadn’t been directed at her personally.
Carlos, on the other hand, would get suspicious if she changed the password on her phone or put on a different perfume, and would ask her endless questions about the reasons for the change. He’d also really hated her friendship with Nick and the others. He hadn’t outright forbidden her to see them. She liked to think that she would have resisted such a blatant control tactic, but if he thought she’d been around her friends, he’d ask her question after question, and make enough insinuating comments that eventually she’d lock herself in her room to get away from the relentless interrogation.
Phillip had been different, more insidious. When she’d first met him, he’d seemed so attentive and sweet, bringing her coffee, then flowers, telling her that she was the bright spot in his day, that no one else had ever made him feel like he was worth anything.
But then, once she’d started living with him, she would find him waiting for her with a brooding expression on his face. He’d suggest that she had flirted with someone, and she’d deny it, but he’d find a way to make sure there was evidence that she’d done something.
Once, when a colleague of his commented on her body, he’d invited the man to dinner. He’d put GHB in Blake’s wine and let the man touch her bare chest, had even taken pictures. Then he’d shown them to her and suggested that she stop flirting with other men. She knew, down to her bones, that Nick would never do anything like that.
She swallowed. “I’m sorry for all the times I didn’t answer your calls,” she said in a rush, feeling the ridiculous sting of tears. “When I was with Carlos. And Phillip. I just wanted to say that. I don’t know what I’d do if you and Roland and Milton hadn’t been there for me.”
He set the computer he was holding on the coffee table and then removed his Mac from her lap for good measure. With an effortless tug, he pulled her into his lap and wrapped his arms around her, holding her against his chest and putting his chin on the top of her head.
He held her like that and said nothing while voices from the local news droned on and the old computer beeped and whirred as it laid the foundations for a fresh, clean start, removing everything that had been there before. Blake closed her eyes and snuggled a little closer to his chest, enjoying the way his arms tightened around her so much that she didn’t let herself wonder what he was thinking, or what she would do when this all ended and she was alone again.

Nick held Blake until her breath grew deep and even and knew she’d fallen asleep. It was early, only nine-thirty, but he wasn’t surprised that she was tired. The pleasure of the moment unfolded within him, a quiet, normal night, with his beautiful friend asleep against his chest. He’d thought he would be more agitated to have her in his space, but so far she’d slid into his life neatly. Would it be like this all the time if she stayed with him permanently? Would it be this simple?
He hadn’t meant to admit that he hated her waitressing. It was too close to confessing that he’d thought about her, too much, for too long. When she’d been with that asshole Carlos, and then Phillip, it had been all he could do not to kidnap her and lock her in one of his bedrooms until she came to her senses and realized what she was doing. He still thought he should have done it, should have said fuck letting her make her own decisions. Getting revenge on those two hadn’t been enough to make up for what they’d done to her.
But what would that have made him? A controlling asshole just like the rest. He knew that about himself, knew she deserved someone better, someone who didn’t need to be in control all the time. His arms tightened further and she murmured in her sleep, shifting against him.
He deliberately relaxed, letting his breath flow in and out, trying to erase everything but the present moment. When he no longer felt like hunting down and killing every man who had ever touched her, he stood, still cradling her, and carried her down the hall to the guest bedroom. He wanted her in his bed, to have her wake up with him in the morning. He wanted to put her there, even if it destroyed him when she left, but she’d chosen the guest room.
He pushed open the doors and saw that the packages from earlier still littered the bed and floor. He hesitated outside the door, looking down at her sleeping face, and with a brief shudder, he turned around and went to his bedroom instead.
He would sleep on the couch. If he slept.
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BLAKE WOKE, CONFUSED, sitting up straight in bed. The room was dim, a faint gray light coming in from a nearby window. She fumbled on the nightstand for a lamp, tugging on the small chain that she felt dangling. Soft warm light flooded the room, and she realized she was in Nick’s bed, tucked neatly under the covers. Something had woken her, a noise, and she sat still for a minute, wondering why Nick wasn’t in bed with her.
She touched the pillow next to hers. Cold. And the blankets hadn’t been disturbed on that side. Where had he slept? And why?
Water was running somewhere, she realized. Was he taking a shower? With a frown she threw back the covers and padded into his bathroom. Nick was in the shower, his head bent as the water pounded on his neck and shoulders, his perfectly sculpted body on display through the glass.
Blake stared. He was so beautiful, his tanned skin slick with water, the lines of him so elegant and male. She couldn’t stand it. Stripping off her nightclothes, she tossed them aside and opened the door. He straightened immediately, turning to look at her.
“I’m sorry, did I—”
She cut him off by the expedient method of putting her mouth over his and gripping his wet hair, holding him still for her kiss. After a moment, he responded, wrapping his arms around her and lifting. Blake instinctively wrapped her legs around his waist and sank down onto him, gasping and throwing her head back as the thick length of him forced her open inch by inch. He felt even bigger this way than he had before.
With a groan, he buried his face in her neck, his legs spread to brace them both. Blake ground herself down on him, gasping as he then lifted her and slammed her back downward, his biceps bulging as he worked himself inside her. Water drenched them both and Blake felt fierce, almost pagan, as if they were wild creatures, mating as the sun rose somewhere overhead.
Over and over again he thrust inside her, his grip on her tightening as he moved faster, his hips rocking in time with hers. They attacked each other, fighting to control the motion, until he pushed her against the wall and took her ruthlessly, sliding one hand between her legs. She bit down on his shoulder as he teased her with his fingers, making her come as he took her with one last desperate thrust, holding himself deep inside her while he shuddered.
Blake held him, gasping as she felt the deep pulses of his pleasure filling her.
He looked up, eyes wide, and slid out of her. “I didn’t use a condom.” He sounded shocked, faintly horrified.
Blake frowned. “It’s okay. I’m on the pill.”
He still looked dazed, like he didn’t quite understand what she was saying. “It’s okay,” she said again and kissed him.
After a tense moment, he kissed her back and relaxed somewhat. When he finally pulled away again, he’d even managed to smile at her.
“Good morning. I thought you hated getting up this early.”
Blake shrugged. “I never had a good reason before.” She wiggled her eyebrows a little, making him chuckle, and he kissed the corner of her mouth.
“I’d be happy to serve as your wake-up call anytime,” he said softly, sincerely, and Blake felt her heart tremble, just a little, for no reason she could name. She kissed him quickly to cover the disconcerting feeling and eased out from his arms.
“If I remember correctly, you promised me French toast.”

An hour later, she was wearing a new pair of jeans, deck shoes, a long-sleeve thermal shirt, and a light waterproof jacket, and walking along a brick-lined path toward the docks. Birds called and swooped overhead, and the air smelled strongly of the sea. The jacket and shirt were his—a little too big, but they were warm, and she felt strangely pleased to be wearing something that belonged to him. She’d also braided her hair at his suggestion and slathered her fair skin with sunscreen. He’d cooked breakfast for her while she’d enjoyed cup after cup of some of the most delicious coffee she’d ever tasted.
“You shouldn’t have let me drink all that coffee,” she told him, pleasantly buzzed from caffeine and the bright sunshine.
“I didn’t let you do anything.” Nick was carrying a small cooler with water and some snacks and a couple towels.
“Mmmmm. Are you and Shane going by my apartment to get my stuff today?”
“This afternoon. All right?”
She nodded. “That’s fine. I just need a few things. I really can go, you know.”
“No.”
Blake sighed and dropped the argument.
When they reached his boat, moored along a wooden pier, she was surprised to see that it was a small boat with only two sails.
“I thought you had a yacht.”
He looked at her curiously. “I do, but a yacht isn’t a sailboat. This is a one- or two-man craft.”
A yacht would have seemed a hell of a lot sturdier. For some reason she’d thought that he’d invited her out on the water to have lots of kinky sex. She’d pictured a bright wooden deck, a secluded cabin, and lots and lots of rope. This little dinghy looked like work.
“Am I going to die?”
He laughed, dimple flashing. “Come on, it’ll be fun.” He held out an orange life vest. “I promise you aren’t going to die.”
Blake snatched the life vest with ill grace. She thought she might . . . It wasn’t official or anything, but she thought she might be a little afraid of water, or falling into freezing water and drowning.
He helped her put it on, seeming amused by her expression, and buckled himself into his own. When they were ready, he held out a hand to her to help her step onto the boat.
Don’t be a chickenshit, she ordered herself, and took his hand, stepping gingerly onto the boat as it bobbed gently. He did something with the ropes and stepped on board.
“Okay, so we’re pointed into the wind. The first thing I’m going to do is hoist the mainsail. You can help.”
Blake would have sincerely preferred to sit and hang on for dear life, but he had such a lighthearted, boyish expression on his face. She’d rarely seen him this way in the decade or more since she’d met him. Why hadn’t he ever asked her to go sailing before?
“Okay,” she agreed, trying to sound enthusiastic.
He tugged on a rope attached to some kind of pole. “This is the halyard. It’s used to hoist the mainsail, and this rope, the mainsheet, is used to control the mainsail once it’s up. Come here and help me pull.”
She moved so that she was standing in front of him. He handed her the rope. “Okay, I just pull?”
“That’s right,” he agreed.
Blake pulled on the rope and gasped as the sail began to rise up the pole. At first it was easy, but then the horizontal pole thing began to sway back and forth and the sail was flapping.
“I’m doing it wrong.”
“You’re not. Keep pulling.”
She did, having to tug hard the last few feet to get the sail all the way to the top.
“Great job.” He secured the mainsheet. “Okay, I’m going to hoist that smaller sail in the bow—the front part. It’s called the jib. While I do that, you’re going to go to the front and untie us from the pier. It’s a bowline knot. You can handle it.”
Blake gingerly made her way to the front.
“Okay, untie us.”
Working quickly, Blake located the U-shape in the knot and loosened it, releasing them. The boat immediately began to drift backward, making her wobble and crouch down.
Nick was busy pulling on the ropes and adjusting both sails, his face fierce with concentration. Slowly, both the mainsail and the jib filled with wind and the boat began to silently glide forward, out into the harbor. Blake laughed for no reason she could name except that it seemed like magic . . . a wonderful magic. Nick laughed with her, his smile flashing fierce and bright in his face, and Blake suddenly felt the rightness of the moment, as if she could see into the future and know that there would be many more days like this, the two of them together, lives entwined, happy in the small moments shared in each other’s company. Terror and delight warred within her because love had never treated her well, but she knew, with a flash of insight that robbed her of breath, that she was in love with him.

Nick watched Blake’s face as they sailed. She seemed pensive, but she was smiling, tilting her face into the sun as they skimmed quickly over the water. Spray hit them on occasion, especially as the wind picked up. Once he’d navigated them around the boats and out into the open water, he put them on a straight course.
She moved so that she was sitting next to him. “You have to play with the ropes the whole time?”
He chuckled. “It’s called trimming the sails. And yes, you do. You can trim the jib if you’d like to learn.”
Blake shook her head. “I’ll just watch this time.”
Nick didn’t push. He sailed out in the harbor, aiming for a route that would keep them out a few hours.
Breathing deeply, he let the smell of the sea and the fresh air wash over him. When he was sailing, he never had to struggle to feel calm. Blake was sitting quietly, her gaze turned to the water, her bright hair escaping her braid in tendrils. She didn’t talk beyond asking a question every now and then, and the coiled-up tension he’d felt for days began to slowly unravel, loosening inside him.
“The best thing my dad ever did was teach me to sail.”
He didn’t know where the comment had come from, but she looked at him with interest. “Yeah?”
“Yeah,” he said slowly. “He was intense, my dad, about everything, and he could be a mean bastard when he drank, but he loved the sea.”
Blake was quiet, seeming to absorb the information. “And your mom?”
“I didn’t know her. She left early on, when I was in diapers.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know, but I can guess.”
“He abused her?”
He nodded. “But not like you’d think. Don’t get me wrong, he could be violent. He would beat my ass, and his girlfriends, especially when he drank and something set him off, but not that often. He was mostly just controlling. He was always worried that his girlfriends would leave him, and so he would try to make sure they didn’t get the opportunity by demanding to know where they’d been, who they’d spoken to, what they’d done that day. He brought about what he was most afraid of every time.”
“A self-fulfilling prophesy.”
Nick nodded.
“So that’s where you get your control tendencies.”
He nodded, glad she understood. Control tendencies. He had to control himself so that he didn’t lose his temper. No woman deserved to live with someone who couldn’t be trusted not to try and control everything about her life. Women didn’t tolerate that. They left. They always left.
“So why aren’t you a fisherman, like him? Why computers?”
The wind kicked up and Nick adjusted the mainsheet, letting wind spill from the sails. Nick pitched his voice to rise above the wind and the flapping sound made by the sail. “When he went out on trips, I would stay with one of the neighbors, a retired mathematics professor from MIT. He taught me about computers.”
She put her hand on his shoulder. “What was his name?”
“Professor Sherman Jensen.” Nick felt a smile kick up the corner of his mouth. Professor or Dr. Jensen. Always. Never Sherman.
“You loved him,” she concluded.
Nick had never thought about loving the old man. Dr. Jensen had been gruff, disagreeable, and more than a little OCD, insisting that Nick knock four times before he entered a room, wear only blues, greens, or grays, and eat his food in a specific order. I was always doomed, Nick realized. But Jensen had never lost his temper, and he was always there, a steady presence in a world of people who were always leaving.
Blake, sitting next to him, her hair working its way loose from her braid, looked like a wild creature, her sea-green eyes bright on his face, shining at him with a beauty that stole his breath and made his fingers fumble their grip on the ropes.
Nick nodded, unsettled, and adjusted the sails to turn them back in the direction of his apartment.
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WHEN THEY ARRIVED back at Nick’s apartment, Blake had to blink several times to see in the relative dimness of the parking garage. She noticed a limo parked in front of Nick’s private elevator. Shane opened the driver’s-side door and stepped out when they came into sight, his bald head gleaming in the fluorescent garage lights. He had two tattoos on each side of his skull, a book and a raven. The man had the look of someone who belonged at a motorcycle rally and the soul of a poet.
“Shane,” Blake said brightly, releasing Nick to walk over to him. “It’s been forever.” So Nick was leaving right away. Blake couldn’t help but feel a little relieved. She needed just a few minutes to herself to roll the idea of loving Nick around her head a little. I mean, I love him. I’ve always loved him, but now . . .
Shane smiled back at her and returned the hug she gave him. He smelled like old books and coffee. “Well, the boss hasn’t been hanging out as much in Quincy Market, so I haven’t been to the bar to see you. He has his girl.”
Quincy Market was what most people from Southie called Faneuil Hall Marketplace. Funny, but she’d never questioned Nick’s lack of accent. Now that she knew his background, though, she wondered if his professor had been from somewhere other than Boston.
“Are Milton and Regina coming home soon?”
Shane shrugged. “About another week, I think. Maybe sooner if Miss Regina needs to get back to the hospital.”
“Hey, Shane. Thanks for coming.” Nick strolled up and stood next to Blake. He put his arm around her, making her turn her head to stare at him in surprise. What on earth?
“Not a bother. Anytime.” Shane looked amused.
Blake knew that Shane and Nick had been friends growing up, but she didn’t know the details. She wouldn’t have pegged them as friends, but it was clear that they respected each other. She’d have to pry the details out of Nick later.
Nick touched her elbow to get her attention. “Shane and I are going to head over to your apartment. Do you have the list of things that you need?”
Blake fought the urge to suggest—again—that she just go with them. Nick already had that stubborn look on his face, like he was anticipating her response. Rolling her eyes, she sighed. “I have the list upstairs.”
Nick lifted the cooler. “All right. I’ll drop this off and change. You wanna come up for some water or something?” Nick asked Shane.
“I’ll wait here. I started reading Game of Thrones.”
Nick nodded. “Understood. Have you seen the show?”
“Not yet. I was waiting to finish the books first.”
Blake watched this byplay with interest. She knew that Roland, Milton, and Nick all liked to read, but she hadn’t noticed any books in Nick’s apartment. Maybe they were upstairs. She’d have to venture up there and take a look around while he was gone. After all, she’d found plenty of kinky gear in his closet. What might he have in his office?
“I’ll be right back down,” Nick told him, and tugged Blake in the direction of the elevator.
Shane nodded, already turning to get back inside the limo.
“You’ve known him a long time, haven’t you?” Blake asked as he entered the code to open the elevator.
He nodded. “He lived in my building, too. Saved my ass a couple times when some bullies decided I’d make a good punching bag. Says anyone from Southie who likes to read better know how to kick ass.”
They stepped inside and Blake realized that both of them smelled like salt water and sunscreen. His hair had even started to curl a little from the humidity. “Was he the one who taught you to fight?”
“Some, but mostly I started learning that later.”
After Keenan nearly strangled me to death with a rope, Blake finished the thought in her head. She could never take that moment back, not for herself or any of her friends. The scars on her neck were a living testament to her betrayal and her stupidity, but the men carried the scars on the inside. She knew that was mostly why they’d all learned to fight in some form or fashion. For Nick, it almost seemed to be a religion. His body alone was testament to a dedication that went beyond simple pleasure or the desire to look good.
Thinking about his body, about the way he’d looked that morning in the shower, had her glancing sideways at him.
He looked down and caught her glance. His eyes narrowed. The cooler dropped with a thud to the floor of the elevator. Blake turned to him even as he reached for her, pulling her against him.
Blake slid her hands into his hair and kissed him as his fingers unfastened her jeans.
“Hurry,” she gasped. Shane would be waiting for Nick to return.
“He can wait,” Nick muttered, working his hand between her flesh and the tight fit of her jeans, moving aside her already damp panties to touch her soft flesh.
“Oh, God,” she moaned. In seconds she was ready for him. Her body, trained to expect pleasure from his hands, began preparing itself immediately for the thick heat of his cock.
The doors opened and he walked, with her in his arms, to one of the chairs, sitting down with her in his lap. Blake wriggled off of him immediately and kicked off her shoes and then shoved her jeans down her legs and pushed them aside with her foot. Nick had unbuttoned his jeans and shoved them halfway down his thighs, but he already had his dick out of his pants and was stroking himself with his hand, readying himself for her.
Blake bit her lip, yanked the shirt over her head, and unfastened the front closure of her bra as she watched him touch himself. Her breasts sprang free. His hand moved a little faster.
“God, I love your tits,” he gasped.
Blake cupped her breasts in her palms and squeezed them together, thumbing her nipples roughly. “I want you to suck on them while I ride you.”
“I’ll suck anything you want, just get the fuck over here.”
Blake did as he asked, releasing her breasts and gliding over to him. Climbing into his lap, she put her feet near his hips and tucked her knees high up against the back of the chair, squatting a little, just enough so that the head of his cock brushed her entrance, but didn’t penetrate her.
He knew what she wanted. Bending his head, he brought both hands up to cup her breasts while he captured the first nipple in his mouth. Grabbing the back of the chair, Blake rotated her hips eagerly as he licked her gently. She sank down just enough that the tip of his shaft penetrated her and she stopped, letting just that taste of fullness tease them both.
His tongue went from a gentle caress on her nipple to a lash while her other nipple was pinched between his fingers. She gasped, circling her hips again, and sank down another inch.
He began to suckle her in earnest, drawing on her until she moaned. Her flesh had tightened, the ring of muscle at the entrance refusing to give way, and she couldn’t sink down easily, not without help. He slid one hand down from her breast and gripped his cock, holding himself still. Releasing her nipple, he slid his other hand down to her hip, pulling her downward.
With a sharp jerk upward, he penetrated her completely. Easing her forward, so that her clit rubbed against him, he began to thrust in short, rapid movements. Blake moaned, rubbing and grinding herself against him, trying to force him harder, deeper, faster.
“Take me harder, Nick.”
“Oh, no. You’re close. And I like watching you writhe all over me.”
She shoved up his shirt and pressed her breasts against his chest, abrading her taut wet nipples against the hard muscles and coarse springy hair. He encouraged her, squeezing the cheeks of her ass as he ground his cock against her, filling her thickly, stretching and opening her.
Blake felt herself flush and her skin tingled all over as the pressure built inside her. He was rubbing over that perfect spot, the head of him rolling against it mercilessly, making her gasp and jerk, but still the pleasure built and built until she arched her back with a scream, forcing herself down on him hard, her body clamping on him like a vise.
He came, throwing his head back and gripping her hips fiercely, squeezing her as she milked every last drop from his throbbing dick.
She collapsed on him, sweaty and panting, her eyes stinging from the sunscreen that had run into her eyes.
After several minutes, she wiped her face on his shirt and sat up, her lips parting in pleasure at the feel of him still semi-hard inside her.
“It’s too bad you have to go,” she teased, lifting herself off of him slowly. “Sailing seems to make me horny.”
He lay there with his shirt damp and shoved up to his chest, his pants open and his dick soft against his thigh. “I don’t think I can move for a week anyway,” he murmured, but his eyes were looking at the curls between her legs.
She smirked. “I guess we could just leave you here like a decoration, and I could come out and just pleasure myself on you whenever I had the urge. Would you like that?”
Nick’s eyes gleamed. “Believe me, Blake, honey, I can think of less pleasant ways to spend the rest of my life.”
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IT FELT STRANGE to be going into Blake’s apartment without her there. Outside, the market was packed with people enjoying the warm spring day, and the flower carts were filled with tulips and daisies and big fluffy pink flowers that he couldn’t have named to save his life, but they reminded him of Blake in her abundant glory, her white breasts with their pink tips. He shifted uncomfortably in the passenger seat of the limo.
“This Keenan the same asshole that hurt her before?” Shane asked as he drove, negotiating the crowds and the pedestrians who crossed the street without the benefit of the signal.
“Yeah. Roland talk to you?”
“Yeah, but he’s been gone like ten years, right? What brought him back?”
“As far as we can tell, he’s here to steal our software. But that doesn’t mean he won’t hurt Blake as well. Over the years, Roland had been looking for him, but he’s been living abroad, in nonextradition countries, thieving for various terrorist groups and mafias. MOMENT
targets people who intend to commit mass murder.”
“Milton talked about it a little. He said it was Roland’s idea.”
Nick nodded. “He’s been working with the government to get surveillance feeds of shooting incidents and mass bombings.”
Shane shook his head. “So he’s stealing it so terrorists can continue to kill with impunity?”
“I don’t know why. He may want it for himself.”
Shane drove into the entrance for a small boutique hotel near the marketplace and Blake’s apartment. “I thought we could leave the limo here and walk to Blake’s apartment. There’s nowhere to park with the market so crowded. Besides, the manager owes Milton a favor.”
“Good idea.” Nick stepped out of the limo and waited while Shane spoke to the valets working in the shade of the porte cochere, checking the security app on his phone. No one had come or gone since he’d left.
With a muffled curse at the worry that nagged him, he shoved the phone in his pocket. She’d said she’d stay in the apartment, and she had every right to leave if she wanted to. He pictured her face, lifted to the sun, the salt spray kissing her skin. He’d known she’d like sailing, the speed and adventure of it. Nick liked the way the boat required all his concentration and coordination. He didn’t have time to think or worry when it was only him and the sea.
When Shane was finished with his conversation, he and Nick walked down several back streets, working their way around the market to the alley where the entrance to Blake’s apartment was located. She’d given Nick the key along with a short list of items.
Nick knew something was wrong the minute they stepped inside. The apartment always smelled like her, but now there was something else in the air as well, something that made Nick think of his father. Fish? Gasoline? And a perfume he didn’t recognize.
Shane noticed it as well. “Smells like the docks. And cheap perfume.”
Nick nodded. “Someone’s been here. It may not be safe to go inside.” They stood in the narrow entryway, Nick looking down the hall and Shane keeping an eye on the alley outside.
Shane shrugged. “There any reason why he’d blow up her apartment?”
Why would Keenan blow up Blake’s apartment? It didn’t seem like his style. Nick picked up his phone and called Roland.
His friend answered on the first ring, his voice harried. “Roland, you have a minute?”
“I was about to call you, actually. One of my other cousins saw Keenan in the old neighborhood. Said he was with a woman.”
Well, that explained the perfume. “I think he’s been here at Blake’s apartment. Shane and I are at the door. There’s no sign of a break-in, but as far as I remember, he’s as good as you at picking locks.”
“He’s better,” Roland muttered darkly. “I doubt he left any evidence to his location, but I wouldn’t go inside.”
“I’ll check the surveillance camera feeds, but I would have been alerted if they’d picked up anything.”
“He’d have been able to handle the cameras as well, or someone with him would have.”
Nick agreed. “Yeah. We’re standing here by the door. It smells a little like gas. Someone should go in with protective gear just in case. You have any ideas?”
“Unfortunately, yes. I’m with that detective of Blake’s. I think we can arrange something.”
Nick nodded. “All right. Shane and I will wait for you.”
“I’ll call you when I know more.”
Nick hung up and nodded to Shane to back out onto the landing. Following slowly, Nick closed the door behind him.
“Now what?” Shane asked, shoving his hands in his pockets. The alley was dim compared to the sunshine blazing onto the nearby street and it smelled of diesel from the garbage trucks and buses that passed by. Nick started down the stairs, looking for any sign of Keenan or that someone might be watching them. Shane followed, moving silently for a big man.
“Roland is getting the cops involved,” Nick explained. “They can send in robots and use protective gear to make sure there are no bombs.”
Shane raised an eyebrow. “Never ceases to amaze me what Roland can talk people into.”
Nick shrugged. “Money buys a lot of cooperation, but in this case, the detective has some motivation to want Keenan caught.”
Shane snorted. “Roland doesn’t need money to get people to do what he wants.”
It was true. In his own way, Roland was as manipulative as Keenan—he just had better intentions and a sense of honor.
“You hungry?” Nick changed the subject. He was starving. Sailing—and fucking—always made him hungry.
Shane brightened. “Have you been to Jessie’s?”
The man looked so hopeful that Nick didn’t have the heart to tell him he’d eaten there with Blake yesterday. Besides, there was always something on the menu he hadn’t tried before.
“Of course I have.”
“She has a new pizza she promised to let me try. It’s not on the menu yet.”
Shane’s rough face glowed, his eyes bright at either the idea of food or . . . possibly . . . did Shane have a thing for Jessie? She was half his age.
“Sounds good,” Nick agreed, but his thoughts had already shifted back to Blake. He needed to call her, but he didn’t want to tell her over the phone that Keenan had been in her apartment. If she was upset, he wanted to be there to comfort her.
Comfort her? he mocked himself. How, with your cock?
Shane led the way toward Jessie’s while Nick followed, debating whether to just pick up the phone and call her. If Milton had been around, he’d have sent him to keep an eye on her.
“So, I’ve been meaning to ask.” Shane sounded cheerful, a sure sign that he was up to something. Nick and Shane had never managed to be friends the way Nick was with Roland or Milton, but they had history, and they’d always respected each other.
“What’s that?” Nick asked warily, checking his phone again. No one had gone in or out of the apartment. She was there. She was safe.
“How’s it going, having a woman in your apartment? Hell on earth or just twelve hours of packing fish?”
When they were old enough, both he and Shane had worked packing fish at a local South Boston warehouse. The hours had been long, the pay had sucked, and both of them had left each night reeking of marine life. To this day Nick struggled to eat seafood.
“It’s fine,” Nick answered. “It’s only temporary.”
“Fine? This from the man that swore he would never live with a woman?”
“Yeah,” Nick said shortly, thinking about Blake straddling his cock in the entryway. He’d never be able to look at that chair again without thinking about it, or about what he’d said in response . . . the rest of my life. “Fine.”
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AFTER NICK LEFT, Blake showered and changed into a long-sleeve T-shirt and yoga pants before wandering into the kitchen to locate some lunch. She found very little in the way of anything she’d eat, but ultimately made a salad with grilled chicken and an avocado dressing that turned out to be delicious.
She sat on Nick’s couch, pleasantly tired and loose after all the exercise she’d had the past few days, and turned on the old black laptop so it could load while she ate her salad. His apartment was quiet, unlike hers. During the day she could always hear a din from the marketplace: people laughing, musicians playing, and buskers hawking their wares.
The quiet made her . . . restless.
When she was finished with the salad, she walked to the tall French doors that led to a large balcony and opened them, letting in the salt air and the sounds of the bay.
She walked outside, wrapping her arms around herself as a breeze made her shiver. The patio furniture was still covered for the winter in thick khaki-colored canvas and a high-tech bicycle hung from a nearby wall.
“Why haven’t you ever found a girl?” she said out loud. Nick had always attracted women—she’d never known him to be without a date—but he’d never had a serious girlfriend that she could recall. She’d thought it was just his philosophy, his reluctance to share space with anyone, but now she suspected it was more than that. What would he do if she told him she loved him?
“Probably run for dear life.” She chewed on her lip and went back inside. Of course, he’d said that he would be happy to be her sex toy for the rest of his life, but that had just been after-sex talk, not a serious comment on what he wanted, right?
The computer had finally started and was waiting for her to log on. He’d used her name for her log-in ID and a picture of a fluffy puppy for her icon. He’d written the password on a Post-it note and stuck it to the top of the computer screen. She glanced at it, but didn’t sit.
Homework waited. She knew she should sit and just get it done. Thoughts of Nick had her distracted, though. She picked up her phone off the nearby table and wandered through the living room looking at the paintings of nautical scenes, collections of scrimshaw behind glass, and shadow boxes of seafaring equipment. None of the furniture reflected a marine theme, but every piece of art she looked at had something to do with the sea. How had she never asked him about it before? He was her friend. Am I really so self-involved that I never realized how fascinated he is by the ocean?
Frowning, she ventured into his dining room, smiling at the tables full of ropes and notepads with obscure codes written in his strong, slanted cursive. She touched the ropes with her fingers, tracing the knots. She recognized some of the ones he’d been teaching Chuck, and others she knew from working with Milton on the magic show. She’d even practiced escaping from several of them.
Her phone dinged. It was a text from Rosa, asking if she was coming to the support group on Tuesday.
Blake wasn’t sure at this point. She supposed it depended on what was going on with Keenan, but she didn’t see why she couldn’t go. If Nick was worried about her safety, he could come with her.
I think so, she texted back.
Good. New girl @ shelter. Hoping you would talk to her. New women and girls came into the shelter all the time. Blake had never made any special effort to get to know anyone except Rosa, but plenty of women had reached out to her when she’d first starting going there, letting her know that she was welcome and offering to help if she needed anything. It seemed like the least she could do was return the favor.
Sure. Blake hoped she could help. At the moment she didn’t feel capable of offering anyone advice.
Great. See you then.
Still restless, Blake wandered back into the living room and realized that she’d yet to see the upstairs. He may not want her to go up there, but he’d never said she couldn’t. Not that it would have stopped her if he had. Aggravating Nick had always been one of her favorite pastimes. She didn’t see why realizing she loved him would change that in any way.
The stairs ended in a landing with a railing that overlooked the living room and split off to the right and left. She went to the right first and found Nick’s library, or office, it was hard to tell. There were shelves of books, but also a desk with several monitors that were bigger than the TV in her apartment. He had a two or three different pinball machines and a Ms. Pac-Man. She grinned, seeing it. She had a feeling it had been a gift from Milton.
She looked over the titles, finding science fiction, fantasy, and the kind of fiction she remembered not reading in high school, but the majority of what he read seemed to be books on science and math, on simple machines, martial arts, and biographies. There was also shelf after shelf of books about sailing, knots, ancient fishing vessels, and the sea. One section did surprise her, though. Nick, it seemed, liked erotic art, especially erotic art where women were tied up in intricate ways. Several of the books had in the title Shibari or Kinbaku and seemed more like instruction manuals, while the rest were clearly collections of photographs from Shibari practitioners, their models on display in various locations around the world.
Frowning, she studied the pictures. She’d only ever seen something similar in movies, usually when women ended up dead, but these models looked serene, almost Zenlike, and the idea of being helpless like that for Nick, decorated with the knots he loved, had her breathing more quickly.
Picking up a heavy portfolio-sized tome with glossy four-color pictures, she carried it out of the room to study further once she’d seen the rest of the upstairs. There was another bathroom and bedroom next to his library, but nothing of interest, so she crossed over to the other side of the floor and found what she would have called a gym, but not like any gym she’d ever seen in someone’s house.
It was a long room that spanned the width of the apartment with large picture windows on either end. One showing the same view of the harbor as the living room, the other on the west wall with a view of downtown Boston. The long wall directly opposite her was completely mirrored and half of the floor was covered in the thick mats used in gymnastics. The uncovered section of the floor appeared to be wood, like the rest of the house.
A delicate Japanese-looking cabinet under the west window held candles in art glass jars that smelled of eucalyptus, lemons, and something herby, like basil or rosemary. She set the book she’d found on the top of the cabinet and opened the double doors to look inside. She found clean towels in one drawer and various lengths, textures, and colors of rope in another. Shivering, she eyed the book that she’d taken out of the library. Had he brought other women up here and tied them? Fucked them?
She never felt particularly jealous of Nick’s women before, but the thought of him bringing them here, into this private place, made her snap the drawer shut in irritation. She didn’t want Nick to think about those women again. She wanted to replace every image of them that he carried in his mind with her, but unfortunately, she couldn’t tie herself up like a Christmas present.
She could be naked, though, or maybe dressed in the silk robe she’d bought, her hair and makeup done, kneeling for him in this room when he came home. It was an idea.
Part of her was a little astonished that the idea of being tied up and helpless didn’t bother her more. It wasn’t just that Nick would be doing the tying, though that was crucial. Mostly it was because he hadn’t asked her to make herself helpless. He wouldn’t, she knew, without some . . . encouragement.
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BY THE TIME Nick and Shane returned to Blake’s apartment, the police had arrived with their van full of equipment and bomb gear. They’d evacuated the Hairy Lemon, much to Kevin’s annoyance, and several other buildings. The press had also arrived, making Nick curse. Now he had to let Blake know what was going on before she saw it on the news.
Nick turned his back to the press vans, not wanting to be recognized, and pulled out his phone, but stopped when he saw Roland approaching with a short, red-haired woman at his side, her face covered in freckles, wearing a black suit jacket, pants, and heels that made Nick glad he was male and didn’t have to endure daily torture.
She was scowling, but on her it was cute. He doubted she’d appreciate the description, but that was the word that came to his mind.
Roland stalked along beside her, making no concession for her much-shorter legs, but she didn’t seem to need any. Her no-nonsense march would have done the nuns in his old neighborhood proud.
“Roland,” Nick said as his friend approached.
“Nick, this is Detective O’Halloran. Detective, this is Nick Cord, my business partner. Blake is staying with him while we look for Keenan.”
She threw Roland an annoyed glare, but managed a polite nod for Nick. “Mr. Cord. How is Blake?”
Nick shrugged. “I was about to let her know that this”—he gestured to the cop cars and the press that were swarming like jellyfish in the harbor—“was happening, but otherwise she’s been okay.”
“Has she received any threats? Been contacted since I spoke to her last?”
“No, ma’am,” Nick managed, struggling not to send Roland a look. She was something, all right. “I thought I heard someone say something to me in the market yesterday, but I didn’t see anyone that fit Keenan’s description.”
“What did you hear?”
Nick clamped his mouth shut, uncomfortable. He didn’t want to explain why the words She’ll never be yours had special meaning for him, or how they connected to Keenan. He didn’t even want to tell Roland about the incident, much less a total stranger.
“Just a voice that sounded familiar,” he lied.
Roland knew he was lying. Nick could tell by the way his friend studied him, but he didn’t clue in the detective.
“Okay, it’s not much. Otherwise, no other contact?”
“That’s right,” Nick agreed.
“And when you arrived at the scene, you said you smelled gas, is that right?”
He nodded again.
“What made you suspect that there could be a bomb?”
Frowning, Nick shrugged. “When we were at MIT, Keenan, Milton, and I would build tricks for Milton’s magic shows, sometimes with small explosives. I doubt that there’s a bomb in Blake’s apartment, but it seemed stupid to go charging in just in case, especially with the smell of gas.”
“Milton’s your other partner, correct?”
He and Roland nodded simultaneously.
“Well, I would have liked to avoid the media circus.” She scowled.
“Her captain’s on her ass for the amount of time she spends on a ten-year-old cold case,” Roland informed Nick.
Detective O’Halloran glared at him again, but Roland ignored her. “I spoke with him and he agreed that sending in the bomb squad was not an unreasonable request.”
And the good detective was mad enough to spit nails at Roland’s interference, Nick gathered, reading between the lines. Roland wouldn’t have wanted the press around, either, so Nick was betting they’d gotten wind of it some other way.
“Like I said”—Nick held up his hands—“I doubt there’s a bomb, but someone’s been there and it wasn’t Blake.”
“Does she have any friends? Boyfriends that might have come by without her knowledge?”
Nick shrugged. “I can ask, but she didn’t mention anyone.”
Roland shook his head. “She hasn’t had anyone except me, Nick, or Milton over to her apartment.”
How did Roland know that?
Roland met his eyes. “She’s getting back on her feet from another abusive relationship that ended over a year ago. She hasn’t felt comfortable inviting anyone into her life.” Seeing the questioning look on Nick’s face, he explained, “I was talking to her about it earlier this year, when Milton started seeing Regina.”
“I see.” Detective O’Halloran shook her head, like she couldn’t believe anyone could let themselves be abused. Nick bristled. Blake wasn’t weak, she’d just made some mistakes, and she was changing. Surely the detective could appreciate how difficult it had been for her.
“I’m going to check on the progress,” she informed them. “If they don’t find anything, you’ll be able to collect Blake’s things after the forensic unit has gathered any evidence.”
Roland stepped up close to Nick, his eyes still on the detective’s back as she walked away.
Or was Roland admiring the detective’s ass?
“I doubt they’re going to find much,” Roland said.
Nick nodded. Keenan had never been stupid. He could have gone to MIT himself had he really tried, but other than hanging out with them and writing code or building small weapons, Keenan’s only interests had been in expanding his growing criminal enterprise in Watertown.
“He left a sign that he’d been there on purpose. Probably to scare her,” Nick said.
“Or threaten us,” Roland added. “He knows how much we care about her.”
Nick nodded. That was the problem. Keenan knew entirely too much about all of them.
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BLAKE READ AN entire chapter about formatting in Excel, and a book she’d found in Nick’s library about a world in the future where the earth was covered in water and only one family had a boat. Not her cup of tea, but she’d been trying to distract herself.
Nick had texted her what was happening at her apartment and she’d spent nearly an hour watching the news coverage before she’d turned off the TV. There hadn’t been a bomb, that much was clear, but Nick hadn’t been able to tell her what they did find.
In response, she’d finished off the bottle of white wine they’d opened yesterday and looked through his naughty book of tied-up women for a while before deciding that she may as well get some homework done. It was either that or go stir-crazy waiting for someone to tell her what was going on.
When her phone finally did ring, she jumped and picked it up from the end table. It was a text from Nick.
Back in twenty minutes. Want dinner?
Blake wanted to get out of the apartment, but it didn’t sound like that was going to be likely. Fish and hush puppies, she texted back, knowing that seafood wasn’t exactly his favorite. Downright disloyal to his hometown, if you asked her.
OK, he replied.
Sitting up, Blake set the computer on the coffee table and stood, stretching again before picking up the sex book she’d found in Nick’s library. She’d marked one page with the Post-it he’d used to write her password on and intended to talk to him about the book later. Maybe this evening.
Of course, depending on what he’d found in her apartment, he may not be in the mood to fuck at all, much less engage in kinky rope sex. What had they found? Had Keenan broken in? Hurt someone? She couldn’t imagine that he’d taken anything. She didn’t have anything of value. Her contacts and addresses were on her phone, and she had her purse.
The wine had given her a pleasant buzz—she shouldn’t have finished the bottle, she supposed, but she still felt vaguely jittery as she opened the door to the guest room and put the book away in one of her dresser drawers next to the clothes she’d put away earlier.
After a quick freshening of her makeup, she changed into a turquoise-blue maxi dress that buttoned down the front and matched her eyes, and a linen cardigan. She left her hair down around her shoulders and lightly sprayed on some perfume. She didn’t bother with shoes.
Underneath the dress, she’d gone into considerably more effort, donning a white bondage-style corset and high-cut white satin panties with a strategic split down the center. She couldn’t say she was comfortable, but she certainly felt ready for anything. Her pussy was already swollen and ready for him, just at the thought of how he would expose her, and how those clever fingers would tease and play with her until she came.
“I’m turning into a sex addict,” she murmured, shaking her head. As if she didn’t have enough problems.

As the limo pulled out from beneath the parking garage, Nick waved goodbye to Shane and walked toward the penthouse elevator, where an armed guard waited. Nodding to the guard, he punched in his code to open the elevator doors. He’d called the company’s personal security service even before he’d been able to get some information about what they’d found in Blake’s apartment. Carrying the bags of takeout and a small suitcase with Blake’s things, he tried to relax as he rode up the elevator.
Blake was waiting for him wearing a long dress with buttons up the center and a sweater, her arms crossed under her chest. She’d left her hair down, tumbling around her shoulders and golden in the light from the lamps.
“Hey.” She smiled at him.
“Hey,” he replied and tried to smile back, but it felt strange on his face.
She let her arms fall to her sides and walked over to him. “Wow. Guess that little trip wasn’t as uneventful as expected.” She leaned in and kissed his cheek.
He closed his eyes, breathing in the scent of her, appreciating the feel of her lips against his cheek. “Not quite,” he agreed and surrendered the food to the gentle tug of her hand.
“Well, come on, let’s eat in the kitchen and you can tell me what you found.”
“I’ll be right there. I’ll put your things in your room.”
Nodding, she opened the bags and looked inside as she walked into the kitchen. Nick watched her walk away before pulling out the folder he’d concealed in the front pocket of the small carry-on. He set it on the coffee table and took the bag to her room, noticing that she had put away her new clothes as well. She seemed to be trying hard not to disturb anything too much, though he did wonder what she had done while she was here by herself. He’d never spent much time in the guest bedroom before, but now, with the smell of her perfume in the air and her clothes hanging it the closet, he was beginning to think of it as Blake’s room, especially when he saw her motorcycle boots on one of the shelves.
By the time he returned to the dining room, she’d transferred the food onto plates and lit several candles in the center of the table. He raised an eyebrow. “You’re thinking we have something to celebrate?”
She shrugged. “Well, we’re alive, we’re having fantastic sex, and you’re rich. What’s not to celebrate?”
Nick sat down. “Can’t argue with that,” he agreed wryly. He picked the folder up from the table next to him.
She eyed it like he’d dropped a dead lizard on the table. “You can tell me what you found in my apartment after we eat.”
Nick was all too happy to forget the contents of the folder for the moment—he’d like to forget it forever and haul her out to his yacht for an extended trip to a Caribbean island.
They ate in silence for a few minutes. Nick had ordered a steak salad with blue cheese, but he’d gotten her the requested fish and hush puppies.
“Oh, my gawd,” she said around a huge bite of hush puppy, “these are amazing. You have to try one.” She held one out to him; he noticed she’d painted her nails Easter-egg blue.
He held up a hand. “That’s okay.”
“It’s not natural, you know,” she informed him. “Everyone likes hush puppies.”
“People like watching Survivor as well.”
Blake shrugged. “More for me.”
Silence fell again and Nick realized that he was scowling at his salad. “Sorry.” He shook himself. “Maybe I should just show you and get it over with. I’m not going to be able to think about anything else.”
He reached for the folder, but she stopped him. “Wait. Before you do, I want you to have something else to think about.”
There was a note in her voice, a slightly husky intonation to her already low tones. He felt the hair on his arms stand on end. “All right.”
She stood and removed her sweater and then began unbuttoning the dress, revealing a corset made with various straps, all buckled in place with silver buckles, and underwear that strapped around her as well, with a small silver buckle in the front.
Gathering the dress and sweater into a ball, she tossed them in the direction of the living room and returned to her seat. Without hesitation, she began eating again, giving him an inquiring look when he just stared. Damn. His mood had improved; it was difficult to worry when his dick was throbbing.
“All right.” He shook his head and picked up the folder. “These are copies of photographs that were found in your bedroom, laid out for you to find.”
When she took the folder, her hand trembled, just a little, and he knew she wasn’t as unaffected as she seemed to want to pretend. She set the folder to the left of her plate, leaving a grease stain from her fingers, and flipped it open.
She paused with a piece of fish halfway to her mouth. “This is from the hospital,” she said.
“I know.”
It was a picture of Blake sitting in his car, smiling at him while he scowled. He remembered that moment, remembered her telling him that she wanted him to have sex with her.
She dropped the piece of fish and flipped to the next one, which was from the bar where she worked. She was bending to give Roland a drink. A third photograph showed her sitting at a café with Rosa. There were others, but essentially they added up to the same thing: someone knew where she worked, where she lived, where she liked to go, and, what’s worse, seemed all too willing for her to know about it. Keenan was telling Blake and her friends that he was there, that he was watching, and he didn’t care if they knew.
“I called our private security. There’s a guard at the door downstairs and several more at the perimeter.”
She didn’t seem to be listening. She’d gotten to the last picture in the pile, the one of the two of them walking to the docks to go sailing. Her lips pressed together grimly. “Keenan, you are such an asshole.”
He didn’t mention the note that had been left, directed at him. She’ll never be yours had been written in lipstick on her vanity mirror.
“God.” She sighed and stood, picking up her plate and carrying it to the sink. The cheeks of her ass were visible beneath the straps. He wanted to run his tongue between the crease of her ass and thigh.
“I thought Keenan and I were done. I thought I was done with all of this bullshit, having people follow me, leave taunting pictures. He always did like to play. Sick bastard.” Her plate clattered in the sink. “It’s weird. It’s like it’s all happening again. You’re creating an online game. I’m trying to go back to school. You and I are . . .” She looked at him, but didn’t finished the thought. “It’s like he knew, you know, that we were just starting to get back where we were before.”
Nick winced. Keenan had known that he was fascinated by Blake even then. And really, how much better was Nick than all the others she’d been with? He’d followed her; he’d tracked her phone. The only difference he could see was that he was protecting her, not trying to control her every move, but he was all too aware that it was a fine line. Agitated, he didn’t know what he’d do if he saw her flirting or talking with some guy. Before, when she’d just been his friend, he would have gone for a run, a long run, and possibly found a woman for the evening, but now that she was here, in his house, in his bed?
“Damn, what’s that look for?” she asked. She’d turned back to him and put her hands on her hips, accentuating the curve of her waist and the abundant breasts that trembled above her bra.
He shook his head. “I hate that he did this to you. There doesn’t seem to be any reason to come after you if all he wants is the software.”
“I’m sure taunting me is just a bonus,” she said darkly. “If you think about it, he probably believes that he can use me to get the software, since his first attempt failed. He’s used me before. Besides, there’s always revenge for getting away from him.” Blake shivered. Keenan had waited an entire year to get revenge on a man he’d thought had disrespected him in the bar. He could be patient. Deadly. And without conscience.
Nick thought about it. It was possible. Back when he, Milton, and Roland had created their first software game, Blake had stolen it, but she’d regretted it, and she’d called the three of them, telling them what she’d done. They’d arrived at Keenan’s apartment in time to see him wrap a rope around her neck and start strangling her.
They’d distracted Keenan enough that she’d been able to hit him in the balls, but the asshole had escaped, fleeing the scene. They’d called the police and rushed Blake to the hospital because she was having trouble breathing, but they hadn’t been able to catch him. Later, they found that he’d sold the software as his own.
“I wonder if someone hired him to steal it, or if he wants it for some reason of his own.”
“Either way, he’s not getting it from me,” she said firmly. “I am not that stupid girl.”
Nick wasn’t convinced that Keenan intended Blake to steal anything—not that she could, there were security measures in place to keep even someone they trusted, like Blake, from accessing the software. No, Nick thought that Keenan had a different plan in mind, one that involved him.
He knows I’d do anything for her.
“Enough,” she demanded, marching toward him in all her wrapped and buckled glory. “I don’t want to talk about Keenan, or think about Keenan—” She sat down in his lap and turned to look at him over her shoulder. “I want you. I thought about you all afternoon, about how you looked in that chair, how you touched me last night. How could I have spent so many years as your friend and not known I could feel like this?”
He didn’t know. He’d always felt it and it had always terrified him, how much he wanted her. He stroked the skin of her shoulder with one hand, then ran his hands over the satiny straps that bound her hips. “I’ll give you whatever you want. Touch you however you want.”
She met his gaze and licked her lips. “I want you to shove everything off this table and put me facedown on top of it, and then spread my legs and fuck me.”
Nick felt his nostrils flare as his dick hardened to a full erection. He reached around her for the buckle on the front of her panties, but she stopped him with a hand over his.
“You don’t need to do that,” she whispered. “It’s designed to be left on.”
So it was one of those. Nick half stood, holding her against him with one hand on her hip, and cleared the table with a swipe of his other hand, sending dishes crashing to the floor. He laid her on the table and spread her legs, not surprised to see that the bandagelike design had an opening in the most convenient place. He dipped his fingers inside and found her wet and wanting.
“Such a bad girl,” he told her, pulling his fingers from her slick flesh and stroking them over the taut globe of her ass. “Have you been touching yourself while I’ve been gone?”
He didn’t like the idea. He wanted to be the one to give her pleasure.
“No,” she gasped.
He smacked her ass, just a light smack, enough to sting a little. He didn’t want to actually hurt or scare her. “But you thought about it?”
“Yes,” she agreed. “I did. I thought about it.”
“I should punish you.” He leaned down to whisper, “Is this okay? Tell me if you want me to stop.”
She opened one eye and glared. “If you stop, I’ll strangle you.”
Good enough for him. He smacked her again, harder this time, watching as an imprint of his hand rose red against her white flesh. She lifted her hips, inviting more of the delicious punishment, so he smacked her again, this time between her legs with his fingers pointed downward, so she felt the impact on her swollen lips and the taut, tiny rose of her ass.
She whimpered, and he used two hands to rip the satin fabric she was wearing farther apart, giving him a better view of the ripe, juicy pussy that wept for him. He dipped his fingers inside again, eager to feel her excitement, and slid his fingers up to another entrance, one he’d yet to touch or taste.
He stroked her, wetting her with the slick moisture from her own body, and then he slowly penetrated her with his finger. She moaned and ground herself against the table. So she liked that. He’d have to push her a little further each time, until she let him go inside, let him work his dick in her that way.
“You want this cock, don’t you?” he asked her, stroking himself with his other hand, rubbing the head of it between her legs and over her clit while he worked his finger inside her ass.
“Filthy man. Of course I want it.”
He laughed and removed his finger, bracing himself with the table on either side of her. “Then you got it.” He pushed inside her slick opening, slowing for a moment at her body’s initial resistance before continuing until he was seated all the way inside, the thick veins at the base of his cock pulsing as the rim of her sex tightened around him. It just felt so . . . fucking . . . good.
He pounded her, sending his flesh deep, feeling like every thought he’d ever had about her sparked like magnesium lit by flame, and he was burning out of control. His balls tightened, drawing close to his body, and he gritted his teeth, trying to hold on until she came. When she did, she came with her whole body, shuddering and crying out, her flesh squeezing around him. He let himself go, releasing his fear and anger as he released his seed, slaking his thirst for her even as he knew, with deep and terrible certainty, that it would return stronger than before.
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SHE COULDN’T BREATHE. Blake clawed at her neck, gasping, but he was too strong, she couldn’t pull the rope away from her skin.
Nick, she screamed inside her head. Nick. Help.
He wasn’t there.
Blackness began to grow at the edge of her vision, shrinking like a slowly collapsing tunnel, and she kicked out, trying to get away.
Nick.
Untie the knot, she heard him say from somewhere far away. You can do it.
She ran her hands over the rope at her throat, but there was no rope. It was a chain that cut into her neck, spilling blood over her fingers. Untie the knot.
Nick!
“Blake!” a voice shouted, and hands shook her shoulders. “Blake, you’re dreaming, honey. Wake up.”
For a moment she continued to fight, gasping and choking on nothing but air, but then Blake realized that she could breathe, that it was Nick holding her. “Nick,” she cried and grabbed for him, dragging him to her. “Nick, I was so scared.”
He held her in return, gathering her close to him in his bed and tucking her against his side. “Shh. It’s okay. It was just a dream, baby.”
She sobbed against him, letting the old nightmare wash over and through her while he held her, his strong arms gripping her tightly.
Just a dream. Just a dream. But it hadn’t been, or not entirely.
A few minutes later, she was able to calm down enough to say, “I thought I was over it.” She reached up to touch the scars at her neck. “I haven’t had that dream in a long time.”
His chest was hot and warm against her cheek, slightly damp from her tears, but he didn’t seem to mind. No one had ever held her afterward. Carlos would curse and go to another room to sleep most of the time; Phillip would shake her until she woke up and then he’d find some excuse to punish her the next morning. He’d kiss her afterward and explain to her that the reason he lost his temper was because he hadn’t gotten any sleep.
Nick just held her, his hands sliding over her as if to guard her, even from herself.
“I dream about that night sometimes once a week,” he said.
Blake lifted her head to look at him. “You do?”
He brushed away her tears with his fingers. “Yeah. It’s the same every time. Roland, Milton, and I are running to the apartment, only you’re not there; you’re somewhere else. We figure it out, but we get lost, again and again, and by the time we find you . . .” He trailed off, looking away from her. “I hate that fucking dream.”
“I’m sorry,” she said softly, kissing his shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”
“It’s not your fault.”
When he said it, it didn’t sound like the rote line spoken by psychologists at the shelter. It sounded like a promise.
She kissed him again, a soft kiss with lips that trembled against his skin. “I love you,” she whispered, and the words fell and shattered against his suddenly stiff body.
“As a friend,” he said carefully, easing slightly away from her.
Blake held on to him. “Shh. Nick, it’s okay. Kiss me.”
“Blake—”
She put a finger on his lips. “I need you to kiss me, okay, and hold me, and make me forget. Can you do that for me?”
He stayed still for a moment, but then his lips found hers, and he kissed her gently, taking care with her, as if she were infinitely precious.
His open mouth trailed over her face, across her cheeks and her eyes, kissing away the tears even as they continued to flow in the face of such sweetness. His hands caressed her breasts, sliding over the soft skin slowly, as if he were memorizing the texture of her so that he could find her even in the dark. Blake tried to touch him in return, but her limbs felt heavy and weak. She didn’t resist as he pressed them gently to the bed, soothing her.
He shifted so that he was above her and she was on her back, her head propped on a pillow. Blake sighed as he bent to suckle her breasts, drawing on her slowly, but with a steady, compelling rhythm. Fitting his hands to her sides, he stroked her skin, following the line of her stomach to the curve of her hips and then down her thighs.
Blake felt dizzy and uncertain, as if she were on a boat that was drifting gently with the current, bearing her along at the whim of the wind and the tides.
“Nick,” she gasped, alarmed, but he soothed her with soft murmurs, switching to her other breast, and between her legs she felt his fingers gently parting her legs, and then his tongue was there.
It glided over her, as slippery as a fish in water, testing the salty slickness of her aroused and trembling body, swirling as gently as an eddy, caressing every part of her until she dissolved, trembling, her body awash in love.

Overhead, the early morning sky glowed pearly gray, and the streets were quiet, not surprising this early on a Sunday morning. Nick ran in silence, letting the steady rhythm of his feet on the pavement be his music. For a few minutes at a time, he would manage to keep his thoughts on that sound, on the warmth in his muscles, but then thoughts of her would eventually intrude, gliding into his mind without him being aware of it.
Of course she wasn’t actually in love with him. He knew better than to believe that. She was scared and they had great sex. It was natural that she’d be a little confused. He couldn’t trust that she actually meant it. What would that mean?
If Blake really loved him, he would . . . tell her he loved her in return? Every muscle in his body tensed up at the idea. He’d make her life a nightmare and she would leave. Better just to go on as they had been, and when all this was over . . .
She would be his friend again.
Just his friend.
And eventually she would find the kind of man she deserved, and Nick would go back to his quiet, solitary life.
Fuck.
He ran until his calves ached and his lungs burned. Right now it didn’t matter. She was in his house, making love to him, and she needed him. He’d just explain to her that she wasn’t really in love with him. That it was just a combination of factors influencing her, and when it was all over, they would figure out how to be just friends again after having mind-blowing sex all over his apartment.
He would have to move. And if that didn’t work, he could always just sail around the world a few times until he forgot what it felt like to hear her say, “I love you.”
By the time the sun had risen all the way in the sky, Nick had run fifteen miles and convinced himself that he had a solid plan. He’d take her to breakfast and they’d talk. Until then he intended to check the security and see if Roland had heard anything more about Keenan.
Bells tolled at a nearby church, signaling that it was nearly eight o’clock, and Nick slowed to a walk, drinking from one of the water bottles strapped around his hips. Blake probably wouldn’t wake up for another hour, and he didn’t think he could go home and not want to slide inside her immediately. She loved him?
He would have to find something else to do for an hour or so, not an easy job, since he was in a fairly commercial section of town that held mostly warehouse buildings, but there was a decent café nearby where he could work on some designs for the software game for the kids and have some coffee. He headed that way, only to be distracted by a noise, coming from between two nearby buildings. It sounded like mewling.
Stepping around a couple parked cars, he looked down a narrow alley and saw several rusted-out dumpsters. Next to one of them, in a greasy brown box, he found a kitten, no bigger than the palm of his hand. It was white, with a brown patch over one eye and a black patch over the other. The thing looked up at him and cried again, but didn’t seem afraid.
Nick didn’t remember deciding to do it. One minute he was looking at the undoubtedly flea-infested little beast with indifference, and the next he was picking it up, feeling it tense as it hissed in furious protest. He did remember thinking that Blake would probably like a kitten.
He carried it back to his apartment, occasionally looking down at it in disbelief—he’d never had a pet in his life—and knew that he had lost his damn mind.

Blake stretched in the warm sunlight coming through the windows in Nick’s bedroom and smiled contentedly. The nightmare of the night before had dissipated in the wake of Nick’s lovemaking, and all she wanted to do was repeat the experience, preferably several times before the day was over.
He’d left for a jog early. She remembered him kissing her as he left, outfitted in tiny shorts and a T-shirt that showed off his body, but she’d fallen back asleep pretty quickly. Sitting up, she turned the clock on the nightstand so she could read it. Nearly nine. How long had he been gone?
As if in answer, she heard the elevator ding and then the front door opening. He was back.
Tossing aside the covers, Blake climbed out of bed and stole one of Nick’s T-shirts from his dresser drawer. The floors were cold beneath her feet, so she stole some white tube socks as well, and made her way bare-legged into the living room, hoping she could convince him to make her some coffee and take her back to bed.
She found him in the kitchen, his back to her as he looked at something on his notebook. A strange crying sound seemed to be emanating from somewhere in front of him. Is he watching cat videos? She wouldn’t have pegged him as the type.
“Good morning,” she said, her voice curious, and he started, turning to look at her. He was wearing his reading glasses and holding a mostly white kitten in his hands, panic on his face.
“I found it while I was out jogging.”
Blake stared, her hand going to her chest. Never in her life. Nick Cord had picked up a kitten off the street and brought it home to his beautiful house. Her lips twitched. The kitten protested even louder, claws extended from tiny paws.
“I thought you’d like it.” He held it out to her.
Blake held up her hands in protest. “Oh, no you don’t. I can’t afford a cat.”
“I’ll pay for it,” he volunteered desperately.
Blake shook her head. “We can find it a home. There’s plenty of shelters that you can donate money to and they’d be happy to take it off your hands.”
“Are they open today?”
“Don’t know.” She shrugged. She liked animals, but she hadn’t even been able to protect herself, much less a helpless thing like this. She hadn’t dared to care about anything this tiny. It was cute. Furious, but cute.
“I think it’s hungry,” she suggested. “And it needs a bath.” The thing smelled like rotting pizza.
“I was just trying to figure out what to feed it.”
Blake doubted the tiny thing ate regular cat food . . . not that Nick had any. “How about some milk?”
Looking relieved, Nick nodded. “Worth a shot.” He held the cat out again.
Pointedly ignoring the hint, Blake located a shallow saucer and filled it with milk. She warmed it up in the microwave for a few seconds and then set it on the floor. Nick quickly followed with the kitten, setting it down next to the saucer, and then removed his reading glasses, setting them on the counter next to his laptop.
The cat immediately stepped on the edge of the saucer, spilling milk on the floor, and began lapping it up enthusiastically. Nick and Blake stood next to each other and stared down at it.
The little beast ate like it intended to drown itself in milk rather than give up a single drop. Blake could sympathize . . . that’s how she felt about being with Nick. She glanced at him. He was sweaty; his shirt clung wetly to his sculpted chest, and his hair was damp. He was frowning at the kitten as if its presence were offensive.
Blake took pity on him, trying not to laugh.
“Why don’t you go take a shower and I’ll see what I can do with it?” She patted his chest.
He grabbed her and kissed her quickly. “Thank you. Okay, I’ll be out in a few minutes.”
He ran as fast as he could from a bedraggled stray that probably weighed no more than his phone. Figured. Blake thought about what she’d said to him last night, about the way he’d frozen up.
Yeah. It figured.
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NICK SHOWERED QUICKLY. A kitten. Blake was right. They’d have to find a rescue group or a shelter that could take the thing. What had he been thinking?
When he returned to the kitchen, Blake was at the sink, a towel wrapped around her waist like an apron and tied at her lower back in a knot. She’d cleaned up the mess they’d made in the kitchen last night, and was bent over the sink. It made the T-shirt she’d stolen from him ride up so that he could just see the cheeks of her ass. If she hadn’t been attempting to bathe an irate feline with sharp claws, he would have done a little exploring. As it was, he approached warily, not wanting to startle her or be asked to do anything to help.
“How’s it going?” He could hear the guilt in his voice and knew she could hear it as well.
She sent him a wrathful look over her shoulder. “This should be you.”
Nick quickly stepped to the side and picked up his reading glasses. “I’ll find a shelter that’s open.”
He logged in to his computer and pulled up Google, hoping he’d find something that was open. If not, he was going to have to locate a pet store pretty quickly and lay in some temporary supplies.
“What are you bathing it with?”
“It’s a girl.”
He’d take her word for it. “Okay.”
“I’m using some of the glycerin soap I found in the guest bathroom. She’ll smell like lemongrass instead of garbage. I hope. I’ve already picked six fleas off of her.”
Nick glanced at the floor. She’d cleaned up the saucer and the spilled milk. He hoped he hadn’t just infested his house. He scratched his arm, scowling.
He found eight shelters in the area, but none of them were open on Sundays except the Boston Adoption Center, and not until noon. He clicked on the adoptable animals and was shocked to see so many. He looked at Blake. He hoped she’d be okay leaving it there. It may not get adopted, and it wasn’t like they could keep the animals around forever. He’d have to donate big, maybe send in a couple hundred thousand or something. Surely then he wouldn’t feel bad about leaving one little kitten.
“The MSPCA at Boston Adoption Center is open at noon.” The MSPCA was a private entity that stood for the Massachusetts Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.
She’d removed the towel and wrapped the kitten up in it, walking over to him to look over his shoulder at the computer.
“Okay, we can pick up some kitty litter and some food for her for now, and then just donate everything when we drop her off.”
Nick sighed in relief. “Great. We can get breakfast while we’re out, though I don’t know what we’ll do with her while we eat.”
The little girl had calmed down now that her belly was full and seemed to like the way Blake was rubbing her fur dry with the towel. He supposed she wasn’t hideous.
“We’ll find something to carry her in at the pet store, and it’s a pretty day. We can sit outside.”
Nick would have preferred something less exposed in case Keenan followed them, but the plan had the merit of being unpredictable, and the security detail wouldn’t be far away.
“Okay, I found a pet boutique on Gloucester. What’s a pet boutique?”
Blake rolled her eyes and kissed the top of the kitten’s head. “That’s where rich kitties like Missy here go shopping for rhinestone collars and organic kitty chow.”
Nick frowned. “Missy?”
Blake shrugged. “It’s better than just saying ‘her’ over and over again.”
Nick wasn’t so sure about that. He was pretty sure that naming something meant that it was yours, like a ship. He shifted his feet, trying to find his balance. His favorite yacht, moored in Boston Harbor, bore the name Green-Eyed Lady.

Two hours later, the cat was slumbering in a deluxe kitty carrier at Blake’s feet while they ate brunch at an outdoor café.
“I’m just saying that there’s no harm in waiting until tomorrow and taking her to a no-kill shelter. I’ll still make a donation.”
Blake tried not to smile adoringly at him, but it was a challenge. He’d carried the cat through the boutique while an orange-haired woman with thick glasses had explained different kinds of food, and kitty litter, and where to take Missy for shots. Blake had watched him absorb it all in that intense way he had and knew that the cat wasn’t going anywhere. She wondered how long it would take before he realized this himself.
“I wanted to show you the progress we’ve made on the video game for the kids,” he continued. “I told them we’d come by on Friday, though I think Milton will be back by then.”
Blake nodded automatically. “Of course. I’m excited to see it. Is it a war game?”
Nick finished a bite of his spinach salad—the man was disgustingly healthy—and explained, “It’s a survival game, but not one that relies on guns or killing.”
A survival game. How appropriate. The kids at the hospital, that was all they did, but she’d bet that Nick hadn’t included anything about being sick or in a hospital.
“So what do they have to do?”
“It’s actually kind of like the game Keenan stole from us originally, the one with mazes and knots, only I had the developers scrap the idea of a maze and just set the survival situations in different backgrounds.”
“So, the character is stuck in a life-threatening situation . . .”
“And there are choices for actions to take, like building a machine that will help you scale a wall, or what to use to fend off a bear, or what knot to use as a snare, or how to tie a French whipping,” he finished.
Blake couldn’t help it. “A French whipping?”
“You’re as bad as Milton,” Nick muttered. “It’s a type of knot, not a kinky sex game.”
“Pity.” She wiggled her eyebrows at him. “So what’s it used for, if not to pleasure naughty girls like me?” She scooped up a bit of her angel-hair pasta, wrapping the buttery noodles around her fork and taking a slow bite.
His eyes narrowed and he said huskily, “Oh, I’m sure I could use it to pleasure you.”
His voice had roughened and Blake swallowed. She should know better. Every time she teased him, she was the one who ended up squirming.
“But it’s actually a practical knot,” he said in a more normal tone. “It’s used to secure the end of a line that’s unraveling.”
“You’ll have to show me,” Blake said huskily, thinking of the book in the guest bedroom. Talk about unraveling. Just the thought of what it would be like to have him secure her that way was enough to have her crossing and uncrossing her legs restlessly.
He regarded her with a knowing gleam in his eye. “We could always get the food boxed up to go.”
Blake smiled and picked up her chardonnay. “Where’s that famous patience of yours, Mr. Cord? I think you can wait a little while longer.”
“For every minute I wait, I’m going to make you wait.”
Blake choked a little and had to clear her throat. “I’ll get the check.”
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ON THE WAY back to the house, Roland called Nick’s phone, his voice slightly muffled at first.
“What?” Nick asked.
“I said,” Roland’s voice came more clearly over the line, “that I think I have a lead on where Keenan has been staying.”
Nick glanced at Blake as he drove back to his apartment. She was holding the kitten in her lap, petting the fluffy thing, which had curled into a ball against her thighs and gone to sleep. I’d like to be the one curled up against her thighs, he thought darkly.
“Did you call the detective?”
“Not exactly. This lead doesn’t really want to be known to the cops, if you know what I mean.”
Nick knew. It was one of Roland’s father’s acquaintances, most likely. Crawly wasn’t known for having friends of sterling character.
“He know anything about Keenan being with a woman?”
“Not that he said, but he doesn’t want to talk over the phone.”
“You’re meeting him?”
“Yeah. You coming?” Roland asked.
“Who is he?”
“A supplier. Mostly papers, but he works in weapons and technology as well.”
Nick would actually have preferred to go back to his apartment and tie Blake up in intricate knots and then fuck her delicately while she lay helpless, but he wanted her safe more than anything, and he didn’t want Roland to meet with anyone without someone watching his back.
“Yeah. How are we getting there?”
“I’ll come by and get you. Be there in thirty minutes.”
Roland hung up. Nick glanced over at Blake. She didn’t look happy.
“Something to do with Keenan?”
“Roland has a lead. He and I are going to meet with someone he knows.”
“By yourselves? You don’t think that’s a little dangerous?”
Nick wouldn’t have called it safe, but he also knew that people like Keenan were usually found through men who moved in the same circles. Besides, he and Roland could take care of themselves for the most part. Nick was confident he could handle most attacks, provided the other person didn’t have a gun. Roland had a concealed-carry license, so he would undoubtedly be armed, but Nick had never known Roland to rely on a weapon when charm or bribery usually did the trick.
“We’ll be fine,” he promised. “I’ll probably be gone most of the afternoon, and when I get back, we’ll have dinner and go do something fun, just you and me.”
“I might call Rosa. She if she can fit me in for another self-defense lesson.”
Nick frowned. He didn’t want her to go anywhere, not without him around, but he didn’t see how he could prevent her from leaving, either. “Why don’t you invite her over to my apartment? You can use the gym upstairs. You’ll be protected by the security staff.”
She studied him, her eyes gentle. “I can’t stay tucked inside your apartment forever, Nick.”
“It’s not forever. It’s just until we find Keenan.”
Shaking her head, Blake looked out the window. “You know we may not ever find him.”
“We will,” he insisted. “We have something he wants.” He wasn’t entirely sure if he was referring to the software or to Blake. He knew which he’d pick if told to choose. In any case, they already had teams looking for Keenan, both as part of the security and investigation company they’d hired and in a team of hackers looking for any sign of Keenan’s activity on the Internet. The cops were also looking. As long as Keenan didn’t disappear off the face of the earth again, they would catch him. He’d never be able to threaten them again.
And their lives could go back to the way they’d been.
He looked at the cat, purring contentedly beneath Blake’s fingers. Back to the way they had been. . . . Why did that sound so . . . unpleasant?
Thirty minutes later, Blake and Missy were safely ensconced in the apartment and Nick was stepping into a car he didn’t recognize, a newer-model Mercedes SUV.
“New car?” he asked Roland, settling himself on the leather and buckling his seat belt. Roland liked cars and kept a collection on an estate out in the country, close to the coast where there were several cranberry bogs.
Roland nodded. “Bought it a few weeks ago. Blake doing okay?”
Nick thought about telling Roland what she’d said the night before, but he stopped himself. It probably wasn’t the time, and he didn’t know what the hell he would say, anyway.
“She’s hanging in there. Still taking self-defense lessons. I was going to show her a few things this week as well. Where are we headed?”
“Dorchester.”
Dorchester was a town south of even South Boston, and known to have quite a bit of crime, but on a Sunday afternoon it would be fairly quiet depending on where they went.
“Blake texted me,” Roland said with a hint of amusement in his voice.
Nick felt his head snap up.
Roland raised an eyebrow at him. “She said to ask you about Missy.”
Nick groaned. He was never going to hear the end of it once he admitted that he’d picked up a kitten off the street.
“Turning into a domesticated man, aren’t you, Nick?”
She’d told him. Of course she’d told him. Why would thinking she loved him mean that she wouldn’t take every opportunity to give him a hard time, just as she always had? Somehow that thought cheered him up, just a little.
“I thought it would distract Blake from what’s going on,” Nick lied, though now that he’d seen her holding the cat, he did think the little creature was helping her.
Roland snorted. “She sent me a picture of you carrying it around a pet store like a baby.”
Okay, so maybe the cat had distracted him as well. “It’s not so bad now that it’s clean.”
“If you say so. First there’s a woman in your house and now you’re bringing home stray animals. Before you know it, you’ll be married with a couple kids running around.”
An image of Blake, round with his child, popped into Nick’s head, and he blinked, putting a hand to his chest. No. Just no. He’d be a horrible father.
“So, who are we meeting?” Nick changed the subject.
“Man named John Justice. It’s his real name as far as I can tell. How’s that for a piece of irony? He’s a con artist, a drug dealer on occasion, and a snitch for the right price.”
Nick nodded. “I figured.”
“So watch your back, okay?”
“I will. And yours, too.”
“Thanks.” Roland looked grim, just as he had ever since Keenan had first attempted to steal the software a few months ago.
Nick studied his friend, wondering what exactly was going on in that complicated brain of his. “Roland, when did you first suspect that hack of our systems in January was Keenan’s work? When you connected it to those Russian gangsters?”
His friend didn’t say anything for a few minutes, but when he did it sounded dragged out of him, like he hadn’t wanted to admit it. “I saw him in Russia a couple years ago. I couldn’t touch him; he was working for Polzin on something to do with stealing top-secret information from the Kremlin, so I knew they were connected. At the time, Polzin had some information I needed, so I didn’t pursue Keenan the way I should have.”
Polzin was a Russian gangster Accendo had done some software encryption and security work for in the past, but then Milton and Nick had figured out that Polzin had been at least partly behind the attempted theft of
MOMENT a few months ago.
“So you knew that Polzin and Keenan were connected?”
Roland shook his head, but not to deny what Nick was saying, more like he still couldn’t believe something. “I always knew that one day I would have to deal with Keenan. Even looking for him all those years, I knew that one day he would come after me. He wouldn’t be able to help himself.”
“It’s not your fault, Roland,” Nick argued. It seemed like he was saying that a lot lately.
“I should have seen what he was,” Roland said darkly.
Nick stared at his friend. Roland rarely expressed regret . . . or fear, for that matter. He presented himself as perpetually confident. As far as Nick knew, only Keenan had ever managed to get the best of him.
And if he could get the best of Roland, then he could get the best of anyone.
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BACK AT NICK’S apartment, Blake unpacked all the equipment they’d purchased for the kitten, including a litter box. She set Missy on the sand and waited, pleased when the cat used the litter right away. However, when Missy had finished, she attempted to bury the evidence, spraying litter in all directions.
Wincing, Blake picked her up before she could redecorate the entire room. “We may have to get one of those domed kitty boxes,” she informed the kitten seriously, holding the baby on her back with one hand, soft kitten belly in the air. “And Nick’s maid is going to need a raise.”
Missy tried to squirm out of her grasp, so Blake carried her into the living room and put her back down near the French doors with a small wool mouse toy that Nick had picked out.
Nick. So clueless for such a smart man.
Her phone dinged. It was a text from Milton. Miss you. Regina says hi.
Blake smiled. Miss you too. Tell her I’m jealous.
Headed back tomorrow. Worried about you.
Blake scowled. Don’t come back because of Keenan. I’m fine.
Nick?
What was he asking? Nick is fine.
He treatin you OK?
Nick is wonderful.
He was, even though he hadn’t exactly jumped for joy at her declaration of love. She loved him. He didn’t have to love her back.
He deserved better. She knew that. But she was selfish enough to want him for herself anyway. None of those silly twits he liked to date would ever be good enough for him, either.
If you say so. See you soon.
See you soon, Blake replied, hoping she’d convinced him not to cut short the vacation, if only for Regina’s sake. The doctor hadn’t had a vacation in a long time, and she deserved one more than anyone else Blake knew.
Determined to stop feeling sorry for herself, she called Rosa, hoping that the woman answered. She needed to do something before she lost her mind and started surfing the Internet for kitty supplies.
Rosa answered on the first ring, sounding out of breath.
“It’s Blake. Am I interrupting?”
“Nah. I just finished up a session with a client. What’s up?”
“I’m stuck here at Nick’s apartment for the moment. I thought I’d call and see if you could come over and give me another self-defense lesson. Nick’s offered to pay you, by the way.” He hadn’t, but he would have if he’d thought of it.
“Why come there?”
“Apparently I’m being followed.”
“Ahh. I’d like to, but I’m meeting the woman I mentioned, Angela, the one who came to the shelter the other day.”
“How is she?”
“She has a bruise on her face today, but doesn’t seem seriously hurt.”
“Where are you meeting?”
“At the shelter before evening services at the church. If you can, it’d be great if you came and talked to her as well.”
Blake nibbled on her lower lip. She’d have to feed Missy again and find somewhere to put her while she was gone. Not to mention let Nick and the other security personnel know that she’d be going somewhere.
On the other hand, she’d be helping someone else, being at least a little useful.
“All right. When are you meeting her?”
“About four o’clock.”
Two hours. That was plenty of time. And by the time she was done, Nick and Roland would probably be heading back.
“All right. I’ll see you there.”
“Sounds good,” Rosa replied and hung up.
Blake tapped her phone against her knee and looked at the cat. “He’s not going to like it.” The kitten pounced on the mouse in response and tumbled over onto her back.
Blake briefly debated on whether to take his Subaru or call Shane and see if he could pick her up in the limo. She hated to bother him, but she would feel better about going if he was close by.
He didn’t answer immediately with a text that said he’d be there, so she sent Nick a message telling him the plan.
As expected, he didn’t like it. He wanted her to wait, meet them somewhere later, when he could come with her.
Sighing, she called him.
“I need to do something,” she informed him without preamble. “I called Shane. You can let the security team know what’s going on. I can’t just stay on lockdown. He knows where I am anyway.”
“But you’re safer in my apartment than you are out on the street.”
“I know, but Nick, I need to do something. Rosa’s bringing a woman from the shelter for me to talk to. Maybe I can help her. I’d like to go see the kids at the hospital this week. I’m not going to hide away and do nothing.”
There was a long silence and then Blake heard Roland’s voice. “It’ll be all right. She’s tough and she pays attention.”
“All right,” Nick said finally, as if she required his permission.
“I’m so glad you approve,” Blake said sweetly.
He snorted. “Like you’d wait for permission.”
Blake nodded to herself. Damn right. She wouldn’t be stupid, but she didn’t wait for permission from anyone, not ever again. “As long as we’re clear.”
“I’d like to discuss it further tonight. Make sure we’re on the same page when it comes to permission.”
Blake heard Roland chuckle, and she flushed. Maybe there were times when she would wait for permission, but only if he made it worth her while.
“I’m looking forward to it,” she said huskily.

John Justice didn’t look like a criminal. He looked like someone who should play a hobbit in The Lord of the Rings. Short, with big eyes, a beak of a nose, and a curly mullet, he spoke with a great deal of hand-waving and shuffling of his feet. Nick had a hard time restraining himself from tying the twitching lunatic to a chair and demanding that he be still.
They’d been talking with Justice for over an hour, or at least they’d been listening as he tried to relive the good old days when Roland’s real father would run cons all over Boston. Before he’d been sent to prison, of course.
“And then there was the time he convinced the city that he’d invented a device that would keep the birds from shitting on all the statues. They paid—in advance—for this magical machine . . . and all your dad did was put these little umbrella hats on statues all over the city. He had balls, your dad.”
“No one had more,” Roland agreed, laughing and patting the man on the shoulder.
Once he stopped laughing, Justice wiped his eyes and said in a shrewd voice, one eye squinting at Roland, “Tell me something. You half as good as he was? Keenan says you are, but I don’t know.”
Justice was referring to Cliff “Crawly” Cozen’s pickpocketing ability. Legend had it that Crawly could steal the ink from inside a pen and still leave the pen in someone’s pocket. Nick had seen Roland do the trick on a number of occasions and several others, but he’d never met Roland’s real father and didn’t know how the two men compared.
To answer him, Roland held up Justice’s cell phone, and then his wallet, and then the gun that the little man had put in an ankle holster. The thief gaped like a fish while his guards, alarmed, rushed over toward Milton and Nick, drawing their guns at the same time.
Justice stopped them with a wave of his hand. “It’s all right. All right.”
He scratched his chin. “You got me. I’m not sure how, but you did. I guess what they say is true.”
Roland shrugged and handed the items back. Guards had taken Roland’s gun when they’d entered the building. “Now, John, you know I was taught by the best. Besides, you had your guard down. You know my father.”
Nick knew what Roland was doing, even knew how he’d taken Justice’s things without him knowing, but he’d never had any skill for it, not like Roland or even Milton or Blake. It was all about the subtle manipulation of nonverbal cues, tricking someone into not-seeing what you were doing. Roland said that Nick was too direct to ever be good at it.
“Know Keenan, too. Takes after him some as well.”
Nick watched Roland’s face and saw the momentary frustration in his friend’s eyes. Keenan did take after Roland’s father . . . in every negative way possible.
“You said you’ve seen him?”
Justice nodded, his face thoughtful. “Showed up about six months ago, maybe. Said he was working a job and needed some supplies.”
“What kind of supplies?”
Waving a hand, Justice indicated the boxes that sat in stacks in the warehouse. They’d met in an old food processing building that was supposed to be empty but had been occupied by Justice and his crew for over a year. Nick didn’t know what the man was shipping in and out in such volume, but he wasn’t going to push to find out until Keenan was in jail and Blake was safe.
“He needed weapons, surveillance equipment, computers. Everything in these parts goes through me now. You want something, you place an order. Why do you think I needed your software? I really appreciate it, by the way.”
Nick glanced at Roland. Software? The only software Nick could think of that would help someone like Justice was the encryption software that they sold. One of their first offerings, it was the software that had made Accendo a leader in the software security space. Why had Roland agreed to give it to this man?
“Nothing’s free in this life, Justice. You didn’t mention papers. What name is he using?”
“He said he had that taken care of.”
“Do you know where he is now?” Roland asked, almost casually.
Justice stuck out his bottom lip and his eyes twinkled. “He said you might ask and to tell you that he’d be in the pit, working uptown.”
Nick didn’t need to see Roland’s expression to know that the answer wasn’t helpful. It sounded like Keenan: clever, with a hidden meaning.
“That’s good to know,” Roland said mildly. “I don’t suppose you can tell me anything else after I’ve come all this way.”
Justice nodded. “For Crawley’s son, sure. He does have a woman with him, a blonde with green eyes. And last I heard, someone had seen him in Little Italy.”
“Why would he be in Little Italy?”
Justice shrugged. “He probably had business with one of the families. Maybe he went to them for papers. Or maybe he had other business. Heard he’s been working with the Russians.”
Roland nodded. “Well, thanks for the help, John. Let me know if you need any help with the software.”
“I’ll do that,” the man agreed. “Tell your dad I say hi, next time you visit.”
Roland nodded and handed the man his watch back. “It looks like I forgot something.”
Justice looked torn between chuckling and fury, but Nick understood Roland’s point. He was warning Justice not to step too far out of line, telling him that he was smarter, faster, and infinitely more clever. Nick hoped his friend knew what he was doing.
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AFTER SHE’D TAKEN a quick shower and changed into her new jeans and Hugo Boss boots, Blake secured Missy in the kitchen for lack of a better option. She wasn’t entirely sure what kind of trouble the kitten could possibly get into, but she didn’t want to take any chances. She made sure the cat had water, access to the utility room with the litter box, a bed, and a few toys to play with, including the mouse and a length of rope.
Shane was waiting outside the limo when she stepped outside, wearing a polo shirt and pants. Tattoos ran up and down his forearms and could be seen peeking out from under the collar of his shirt.
“Hey, Shane, thanks for doing this for me.”
“It’s not far, Ms. Blake. Anytime.”
He held the passenger door open for her and she slid inside with only a slight roll of her eyes. It felt ridiculous to be riding around in the back of the limo by herself. Normal people didn’t ride around in limos.
She’d texted Shane the address earlier, so she was left with nothing to do but contemplate the chains that ran along the top of her boots and play blackjack on her phone as he drove through town. She couldn’t keep her attention on either one for long.
“Can I ask you for some advice?” Shane asked through the partition after they’d been driving for ten minutes or so.
He wanted to ask her advice? She was the biggest mess in the world—why would he want her advice? “Sure.”
“So I’ve been around. My family’s no good. But I like this girl. She’s smart; she went to school like the bosses, but she’s young. Younger than me by a lot.”
“So? She has a problem with your age? Or you have a problem with hers?”
“I haven’t talked to her about it.”
Blake sat back in the seat and crossed her arms over her chest. “So you like her, you suspect that she likes you back, but you haven’t made a move because of her age?”
Her tone was perhaps a bit acerbic because he flushed. She could see his skin turn red against his tattoos in the rearview mirror. “Not just her age,” he muttered defensively. “She has to want more than someone like me.”
Tapping her foot against the floor, Blake fought the urge to throw her cell phone at him. “Why don’t you let her make up her own mind?”
He shrugged and met her eyes in the mirror. “Some women think they know what they want, but it’s not good for them.”
Blake studied him. Subtle, he was not. “You can’t protect her. It’s her choice, her mistake to make.”
He nodded. “Hard on me, though, if she decides maybe I’m not worth it after all.”
Frowning, Blake wondered whether they were still talking about Shane and this girl or about something else entirely.
“Just who are you worried about, Shane?”
“All of us, Ms. Blake,” he said. “We’re here.” He pulled up beside another parked car and checked the rearview. “Part of the security team is behind us and another team is already in the church. They promised to stay out of sight.”
“Okay, but Shane—” He’d already opened the driver’s door and stepped outside to open her door.
When he held out a hand to help her out, she took it, but impulsively hugged him instead of letting him go. “You should ask her.” She pulled away and gripped his shoulders. “Just do it.” She touched her neck, calling his attention to her scars. “I made mistakes. But I am who I am. I won’t say it’s worth it, but I don’t regret it.”
He patted her shoulder. “I’ll think about it. You be careful. I’ll be waiting close by. Just call when you’re ready to go home.”
Blake released him and headed for the church, but she turned around before she was halfway there. “Just don’t wait too long.”

The shelter in the old wing of the church wasn’t large, only able to house ten families comfortably in small rooms, but the common room had been decorated to feel like a living area, complete with comfortable couches, a TV, games, and several small tables for families to sit together. There was also a large kitchen with an attached dining area. Cafeteria tables were lowered during mealtimes and when the support group met on Tuesdays.
Rosa was sitting at a table next to a short woman with pale hair and terrible posture. Both of them had steaming mugs of what smelled like herbal tea. Blake would have preferred coffee, but she wasn’t going to complain.
“You made it.” Rosa stood and enclosed Blake in a brief hug. “This is Angela Wepsic. Angela, this is Blake Webster.”
Angela stood—she barely came to Blake’s chin—and she seemed to have trouble meeting her eyes. A bruise darkened her right cheekbone.
Blake shook her hand and struggled to keep her voice calm as she said, “It’s nice to meet you, Angela.”
“Nice to meet you, too,” the girl replied shortly and with little emotion, before sitting back down. She kept her gaze directed at the table.
Blake met Rosa’s eyes. How was she supposed to help? This girl was totally shut down and clearly not quite ready to open up or ask for help.
Rosa shrugged, which Blake took to mean: I don’t know. Talk to her and see what happens. She sat back down next to Angela.
Blake went to the counter and poured herself some tea, adding a little honey.
“So, where are you from, Angela?” Blake asked. She’d noticed a faint accent in the woman’s voice, and it wasn’t Bostonian.
“All over,” Angela replied. “My dad was in the Army.”
“Really?” Blake took a seat directly across from Angela. She still didn’t look up to meet Blake’s gaze. “I’ve never left Boston.”
“Me, either,” Rosa added.
The girl didn’t seem to give a shit. Blake could understand that. Sometimes this forced chitchat felt too much like an interview at a police station. Not wanting to push her, Blake directed her next comment to Rosa. “My friend Nick owns an RV that he had custom-built. I have a feeling that he’s considering stuffing me in it and dragging me across the country if they don’t find Keenan soon.”
The girl looked up at that, a faint frown between her hazel-green eyes.
Uncertain what had sparked her interest, Blake explained, “Keenan is my ex from a decade ago. He’s back in town and my friends are trying to help me stay safe until he’s caught.”
See? she silently told the girl. You’re not the only one with issues.
“Nice friends,” Angela replied with a faint sneer.
Blake winced internally. Riiiight. Not everyone had billionaire friends or a lover with the means and motivation to protect her. I am one lucky girl, Blake thought idly. But at least I know it.
“They are the best,” Blake agreed.
“You never told me how you met your ex,” Rosa prompted. “Or your friend Roland.” She sounded encouraging, like she wanted Blake to share. Maybe in the hopes of getting Angela to open up in return.
Blake didn’t want to talk about Keenan, but she would if Rosa thought it would help this girl open up and talk about her problems.
“We grew up in the same neighborhood,” Blake said simply.
Rosa gave her a flat-eyed stare, so she continued. “Roland wasn’t there all the time, just when he visited his dad in the summers. Keenan is his cousin. I lived down the street in an apartment with my dad. He didn’t pay much attention to what I was doing and neither did Keenan’s parents or Roland’s dad, so we wandered the neighborhood a lot, hung out with local gangs, got into trouble. Roland’s dad usually managed to get us out of it, but he was in trouble with the law himself a good part of the time.”
“Why didn’t your dad pay attention?” Rosa asked.
Blake shrugged. “He just didn’t seem to care about anything after my mom left.”
“What was it like before? When your mom was there?”
Blake scowled at Rosa. Whose counseling session is this? “I was his princess.”
Now, where had that come from? She hadn’t thought much during the past few years about how her dad had changed once her mom was gone. One minute he’d been there, and the next he’d been gone, like everything that had gone on before had been erased.
Angela was looking at her now, but there wasn’t much sympathy or even interest in the green eyes that regarded her. “I bet you’re always treated like a princess.”
Now, that wasn’t fair. “I’m treated well by people that actually care about me,” Blake tossed out. “It just took a while for me to learn that love and attention, that being needed and being valued, aren’t always the same thing.”
The woman met her eyes for another long moment before she looked away. Blake bit her bottom lip. She really wasn’t cut out for this counseling stuff.
“Sorry,” she said shortly. “Guess I’m a little touchy lately.”
After a moment, Angela nodded and Rosa turned the conversation to safer, more congenial topics.
Thirty minutes and one painfully stilted conversation later, Blake texted Shane that she was on her way out and said goodbye to Angela. Rosa walked her to the front doors of the shelter.
“I’m sorry,” Blake apologized again. “I shouldn’t have lost my temper.”
Rosa patted her arm. “Don’t worry about it. She’s one of the ones that feels sorry for herself before anyone else can. She’ll come around.”
“I hope you’re right.” Blake sighed. “I’ll see you Tuesday?”
“You will.”
Blake looked around at the families gathered inside the shelter, thinking that they needed something more to help cheer the place up. Even though kids were playing and laughing, there was a hushed, almost hesitant quality that would bubble to the surface every few minutes, a tension that no one could hide.
“This place needs a visit from the therapy dogs that come to the children’s hospital.”
Rosa raised an eyebrow. “So make it happen, Miss Blake. You’re the one with the dreams of being a charity superstar.”
Blake smiled wryly. “It’s easy to make things happen with ridiculous amounts of money.”
“Ain’t that the truth,” Rosa agreed. “Not that I’m ever going to have that problem.”
Blake shrugged. “Me, either. I’m just helping Nick out.”
Snorting, Rosa looked down at Blake’s feet. “Yeah. I saw those boots.”
Blake looked down at the Hugo Boss booties. “Yeah. I couldn’t resist, but the truth is, I like wearing my old boots better. I can actually hurt someone if I kick them with those things.”
Rosa nodded, a satisfied expression on her face. “Now you’re thinking like a survivor.”
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“JUST ASK,” ROLAND said finally, when they were a few minutes from Nick’s apartment.
Annoyed, Nick tapped his fingers on the armrest of the passenger door. “All right. Why didn’t you tell me that you’d traded our encryption software for information?”
“I didn’t think you’d approve.”
“I don’t.”
“There you go.”
“Roland, he’s a criminal.”
“I know that, but if I have to choose between stopping Keenan or stopping a low-life supplier like Justice, then I choose Keenan.”
Nick gritted his teeth. He agreed, but it still felt . . . wrong. There had to have been a better way to get the information they needed. “You should have told me. Did you tell Milton?”
Roland’s jaw tightened.
Nick nodded. “So . . . no.”
Roland shook his head. “This way it’s on me. All of it. You, Milton, Blake—you’re good.”
“No one asked you to take on ‘all of it,’ you shithead. We’re your partners, your friends.”
Roland didn’t respond.
“Damn it.” Nick rubbed the bridge of his nose. “All right, what do we do now? We haven’t learned much beyond that he is with a woman and that he’s been talking to someone about papers. Who do we know that can help us find out who might be supplying him with documents?”
“Interpol would know. I can reach out to them and see what I can find out. Milton said he was coming back tomorrow. He might have some ideas of where to look on the Net.”
“All right.” Nick nodded. “What do you need from me?”
Roland pulled into Nick’s garage and stopped in front of the elevator. “Keep Blake safe and happy.”
Nick met his gaze for a long moment and nodded again. “I would have agreed, you know. To keep her safe.” He got out of the car and watched as Roland drove off. The elevator dinged behind him. He turned around to see Blake, wearing a long red nightgown and a silk robe in a floral pattern. She must have seen him on the surveillance camera. Her feet were bare. She was holding the kitten in one arm and giving him an arch look, as if reminding him of their earlier conversation.
Nick swallowed and took an involuntary step forward and then another, as if she’d caught him in a net and was dragging him ever closer and closer. He joined her in the elevator without saying a word and she pushed the button to close the doors and send them up.
She stood very close to him. He could see that she’d put on more makeup than she usually did. Her lips looked glossy and wet.
“Hi,” she murmured with that mouth and brushed an imaginary piece of lint from his shirt.
“Hi,” he replied.
In her arms, the cat was purring, a low rumbling sound. Nick found himself wanting to make the same sound as he stared into Blake’s eyes.
The elevator dinged and Blake turned, deliberately brushing the robe back to show the way the silk gown clung to the curves of her ass. Damn.
Nick forgot why he’d been annoyed moments before, he forgot about Keenan, he forgot about everything except the promise he could see in Blake’s eyes. She’d said she was looking forward to discussing . . . permission.
He followed as she strolled into the living room, noticing vaguely that she’d lit candles and dimmed the lights. The air smelled expensive, like rum, tobacco, and vanilla. She set the kitten down on the couch and turned around, standing with one leg peeking out from the slit that ran down the side of the gown.
Nick stopped where he was, taking in the picture of her standing with candlelight flickering over her luscious body, her curves accentuated by the clinging silk. Her nipples were already taut, pressing against the nightgown, swelling against the seams of a gown that he could easily shred with his hands.
“Have a seat.” She ran her hands over her breasts, brushing against her nipples.
Nick obeyed, taking a seat in the armchair without any hesitation.
She leaned over him, providing a deep view of her cleavage, and drew one knee up and placed it alongside his hip. He stroked her quad, sliding his thumb and fingertips along the line of her muscle.
“I’ve been exploring,” she bent down to whisper in his ear.
“Good,” he replied, though he had no idea what she was talking about. He touched her hip.
Tracing the curve of his ear with her tongue, she nibbled gently. “I found something interesting upstairs, something I’d like to do.”
Upstairs. He never brought anyone upstairs. His hand stopped moving on her thigh. She leaned back, a slumberous expression on her face. Bending to kiss him, she straightened away from the chair. “Stay here.”
Nick had no intention of moving. God, what had she found? The ropes? Would she really be willing to?
She stepped in front of him again, holding one of the large books of photographs from some of the most prominent modern Shibari artists. She was going to let him tie her. His fingers twitched against the arms of the chair.
She straddled his lap, her knees on either side of his hips, and opened the book to a page depicting a woman on her knees, her arms pulled behind her and connected to her ankles, her breasts crisscrossed and outlined by ropes.
“I considered this one first”—Blake held the book up to him, holding it open—“but then I didn’t see how you could slide inside me.”
Nick swallowed. “Sex isn’t always the point. It’s about the way it looks, about surrendering.”
“Oh, I know.” She pouted. “But I’m spoiled. Tied or not, I want that cock inside me.”
He was a big believer in giving her what she wanted. He licked his lips. “Which one did you pick?”
She turned the pages slowly, letting image after image of bound, blindfolded, suspended women pass in front of his eyes, giving him plenty of time to imagine her in those positions.
She finally settled on an image of a woman on her back, her arms bent at the elbows and secured beneath her, the white button-down shirt she was wearing shoved aside to show her breasts and belly, both outlined by ropes and knots. Blindfolded and head thrown back in anticipation, her knees were drawn up and her calves secured to her thighs and hips with intricate knots, holding her spread and open for penetration.
“This is what I want,” she murmured, wriggling on his lap. “I want you to do this to me and then take me.”
Nick took the book from her and set it aside, stroking his hands up her thighs and under the tight silk at her hips, ripping the delicate seams. She gasped and her legs spread even wider on his lap. She wasn’t wearing any underwear. He could smell her, already ready for him beneath the gown.
“You’ll have to be a good girl”—he squeezed the flesh at her hip—“and do what I say.”
“I will,” she promised, squirming a little. “I’ll do everything you say.”
“Then go to the bedroom and put on one of my shirts. Don’t button it. And then find one of my ties, so I can cover your eyes.”
“Okay,” she breathed, staring at him, and for a moment he wondered if she wanted to call it off and just fuck right here.
“Go.” He removed his hands and took a long, steadying breath. Tying her up like that would take some time; just thinking about it was bringing him close to the edge of losing control.

Blake hurried down the hall, half running in excitement, her inner thighs damp with the endless wanting. God, his eyes when she’d told him she wanted him to tie her.
She’d lit candles in his room as well, and made the bed in preparation. With swift efficiency, she stripped off her robe and gown and left them lying on the floor. Naked, she went into his closet and found a white button-down shirt and a blue silk tie. She slid her arms into the sleeves, appreciating the crisp, clean scent, and rolled them up to her elbows. As requested, she left the shirt open, and simply draped the tie around her neck.
With the tie brushing her breasts, she climbed onto the bed to wait for him on her knees, facing the door.
She didn’t have to wait long.
Within seconds, he was standing in the doorway, rope in hand. He’d taken off his shirt and shoes, leaving him wearing only a pair of jeans that rode low on his hips. Blake swallowed. God, he was so beautiful.
He didn’t say anything; he stalked toward her, his eyes hot, set the rope near the foot of the bed, and climbed up in front of her. Blake was breathing too fast, her chest heaving.
He reached out and pulled on one end of the tie, sliding it slowly from around her neck.
“Lean forward.”
Blake licked her lips and obeyed, bending forward so that he could secure the tie around her eyes.
He was gentle, but not particularly careful; some of her hair fell forward into her face. Blake had never been blindfolded before. She could hear him breathing, hear the ragged edge as he exhaled.
“I’ll be right back,” he murmured, and she felt the bed move beneath her as he got off the bed. She heard the sound of his dresser drawer opening and the crinkle of paper.
“What are you doing?”
“Shh,” he ordered.
Closing her mouth, Blake waited. Suddenly she smelled something she was sure was perfume, a rich perfume with mossy undertones and a sharp note that she couldn’t identify. Breathing in, she gasped as she felt a cool silky touch at the base of her throat.
“The first time I smelled this, I thought of a lightning storm, and then I thought of you.”
That was the smell, the charge of lightning in the air, the crackle of something about to explode.
Gasping, she let her head fall back as he touched the stopper to her wrists and at the crease of her thighs before she heard the soft snap of the lid being replaced. The bed shifted; he was leaning over, and she guessed that he was setting the perfume on the nightstand.
She waited, listening, her hands on her thighs, as the heady smell of the perfume rose around them.
He moved closer to her; she could feel the heat of his skin, could feel the brush of air as he moved.
“Put your arms behind your back,” he said softly, and Blake could have sworn she felt the heat of his gaze. She obeyed, putting her arms behind her back and gripping the opposite elbow.
“I’m going to start by draping the rope around your neck. It’s linen. It won’t hurt.”
She felt the brush of the braided rope against her cheek and sighed.
“Okay?” he whispered, his lips brushing the spot.
“Yes,” she replied, barely able to speak, already lost, already seduced by simply being with him, by knowing that she was safe.
He lifted her hair and the soft weight of the rope settled around her neck, trailing down her chest.
“I’m going to wrap you several times around your chest and breasts and secure your arms against your sides.”
“Okay,” she gasped and felt herself trembling.
She felt his knuckles brush against her as he wrapped and twisted the rope down her chest. The rope constricted around her breasts, squeezing them just enough to make her gasp, and she fought the urge to tense, to resist as she felt the bonds tighten her arms against her sides. Behind her, he secured her wrists to her elbows, allowing her to release her grip.
“Relax,” he whispered and dropped a kiss on the muscle between her neck and shoulder. “Let the bonds support you.”
Blake breathed out and deliberately loosened her shoulders, relaxing into the rope, tried to imagine it cradling rather than binding her.
“I want you to lean back.”
Blake obeyed slowly, uncertain of her balance with her arms secured behind her back, but soft brushes of his hands against her skin eased her fears and she leaned against the hot muscles of his chest, sighing in relief at the familiar feel of him against her. One of his hands slid along the rope at her neck and covered her breasts, thumbing the nipple.
“You look beautiful,” he murmured. “The knots against your white skin . . . your face as you surrender. God.” He bent his head to her neck. “Blake, my Blake. Lean all the way back. I’ll catch you.”
Blake did as he asked, falling backward into his hands as he lowered her head to the soft down coverlet. Her feet were still beneath her butt, and she felt the stretch in the top of her thighs. She arched her body, lifting her chin and letting her lips part, imagining what she looked like to him, her upper body bound, her breasts peeking from the edges of his shirt and the taut lines of the rope.
“I’m going to lift your hips and pull your legs from beneath you.”
Blake nodded and helped him by lifting her hips. “Good girl,” he murmured, and she felt the slight tremor in his hands as he lifted her hips. He was by no means in complete control and the knowledge made her stretch and relax even further.
He pulled her ankles from beneath her until she lay with her hips against the bed, her legs parted. He petted the inside of her thighs, dropped light kisses against her soft trembling flesh.
Lifting her left leg, he bent her knee and secured her calf to her thigh, wrapping and knotting her multiple times. He passed the rope under her lower back and secured her thigh to her hip so that if she relaxed, she would still be held, open and helpless, the wet pink flesh between her legs completely vulnerable to him.
He secured her the same way on the other side, and when he’d secured the last knot, he placed a kiss on her belly and shifted backward. He was silent. If he breathed, she couldn’t hear him.
“Nick?”
“I’m here,” he said reverently. “I’m looking at you.”
He was looking at her; he was looking at the Blake she’d always wanted to be, unafraid, vulnerable but not weak.
“Shall I touch you?”
“Yes,” she gasped and felt his hands on her knees, felt him stroke the soft hollow on the inside of the joints with slow strokes of his thumbs.
“You’re swollen and wet for me, glistening.”
Blake bit her lip and arched her back farther, begging, no, demanding that he touch her, that he take her.
He shifted again, and she felt the soft brush of his hair against her belly. His fingers slid to the inside of her thighs, parting her farther, and then one long finger slid inside her.
She moaned and came without warning, her body clenching and rippling around his finger.
He gave a delighted laugh and placed a kiss above the soft curls between her legs. “I hope you don’t think that I’m finished with you,” he murmured wickedly, and slid another finger inside her.
Blake swallowed, panting.
“You’re going to come for me again,” he told her, and his tongue, hot and wicked, lapped at the taut bud at the top of her sex.
Blake shivered and twisted. It was too much, too much feeling, too much sensation. She couldn’t contain it. Whimpering, she felt tears leak from beneath the blindfold.
His free hand stroked her thigh, soothing her, while his tongue continued to lap and tease and suck. His fingers slid in and out of her, gliding in and out of her slick, hot flesh.
Blake felt the tension rising again, felt the shining bubble of orgasm curling and growing deep inside.
“Nick, take me. Please.”
He moved abruptly and the bed sank on either side of her head. He mounted her, bracing himself on his arms and sliding just the tip of his thick cock inside her opening. He waited, not moving, and somehow Blake knew what he wanted from her, what he needed to hear in that moment.
“I love you,” she gasped, and he groaned, pushing his way inside her, stretching her, filling her, taking her apart as he sank all the way inside, giving himself to her like a gift.
In and out he slid, never hurrying, following the motion of her body until Blake was immersed in the smell of perfume and sweat, the feel of him between her legs, the clench of the rope holding her together. She lifted and pleaded, tossing her head, and he rode her through it, calm, patient, and sure, until she came undone as surely as a knot beneath his fingers. Her whole body shook, clamping down on him and milking him, gripping him as surely as the rope gripped her flesh. He roared and shook, his hips bruising the inside of her thighs as he came in hard spurts.
He collapsed to the side of her, both of them gasping for breath.
Wanting to hold him, Blake turned her head in his direction.
“Untie me,” she murmured, hoping it wouldn’t take too long.
To her surprise, the tension in her right leg ended abruptly and the rope fell away quickly. He helped her sit up and removed the rope from her arms and chest.
When her hands were free, Blake removed the blindfold. He was naked and holding a knife. He’d cut her free of the rope.
Swallowing, Blake managed a shaky laugh. “Isn’t that cheating?”
“I didn’t want you to be uncomfortable.” He shrugged and set the knife aside on the nightstand. He came back to her and pulled her into his arms, using the weight of his body to pull them both back against the pillows.
Blake rested her head against his chest while he gently rubbed her skin where the rope had dug in slightly. They lay together in silence for a few minutes as their bodies calmed.
“Thank you,” he said, kissing the top of her head.
“Thank you,” she teased.
A small meow sounded from somewhere near the floor and there was the sound of claws against fabric.
Blake winced and sat up, crawling to the edge of the bed. Missy was playing with the cut ends of the rope that hung over the edge of the bed, batting at them and catching her claws in Nick’s undoubtedly expensive duvet cover.
Nick joined her and laughed softly. Taking one of the rope sections, he dangled it playfully in front of the kitten, letting her catch it and then pulling upward, lifting her briefly before she let go.
Blake shook her head. “You never cease to amaze me, Nick Cord.”
He looked at her, and there was something so lost in his face that she blinked back the sting of tears and touched his cheek. She kissed him, erasing that look, and he dropped the rope to the floor, wrapping her in his arms more tightly than he’d wrapped her with the rope, kissing her as if his life depended on it.
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MILTON RETURNED TO work Tuesday morning, strolling into Nick’s office looking tanned, if not particularly relaxed. Milton never relaxed. He was constantly moving, thinking, and messing around with the tricks that he kept on his person.
“Roland is arguing with a woman,” Milton said without preamble.
Nick blinked. He’d never known Roland to argue with women. Women loved Roland. Well, with the exception of Detective O’Halloran.
“Probably the detective who’s been investigating Keenan.”
“Really?” Milton fiddled with the magnetic bead sculpture on Nick’s desk, making the beads appear and disappear. Unlike Milton’s office, which was covered in knickknacks, Nick’s office was clean and nearly empty. He only kept the bead sculpture to keep Milton occupied, and even that was on the other side of the desk. Other than that, he’d hung one large photograph of the harbor full of boats behind his desk and a shadowbox holding his first black belt was hung on the wall near the door.
“Yeah,” Nick answered. “As far as I can tell, she thinks he’s as crooked as Keenan, he just hasn’t killed anyone.”
Milton shoved his hands in his pockets and went to Nick’s window. “Why does she think that?”
Nick leaned back in his chair. “Oh, it might have something to do with his going behind her back and making deals with lowlifes in order to get information.”
Milton snorted. “Cops make deals with lowlifes all the times. They call them confidential informants.”
“Apparently either she’s a rule-follower or she just has a problem with Roland.”
“Huh.” Milton rocked back and forth.
Nick rolled his shoulders. He’d been working on code all morning. “Roland had an idea for how to locate Keenan. I could use your help with the code.”
“Oh, yeah?”
Nick nodded. “He wants to lure him out by adjusting the security around MOMENT.”
“Adjusting it how?”
“He wants to lay some traps, some holes that aren’t really holes. See if we can’t get him to attack us again and trace him back to wherever he’s holed up.”
“Cool.” Milton looked impressed. “I’m kind of surprised Roland would be willing to risk MOMENT at all. He’s obsessed with making it work.”
Nick hadn’t been terribly surprised. Roland was as obsessed with finding Keenan as he was with MOMENT. Maybe more so. “He wants Keenan caught.”
“So how’s Blake?”
Nick winced. Milton had never been subtle, but he was perceptive. Nick had actually been avoiding her as much as he could for the past day. Not outright—that was impossible with her living in his house—but he knew she’d noticed his distance. That night. He’d never considered sex more than a pleasurable pastime before Blake. Touching her, having her surrender herself to him like that, had unnerved him to the point that he’d felt sick. He hadn’t known he could feel that much, be certain that he would do anything . . . anything to keep her, have her.
He would have given Keenan the software for MOMENT if he thought that was all the asshole wanted. He didn’t know now if he could give her up. If, once all this was resolved, she decided that she didn’t want to be with him anymore, he didn’t think he could go back to being just her friend.
“She’s restless. She doesn’t like waiting.”
Milton nodded. “I don’t blame her. She probably feels trapped.”
Nick scowled. “She goes out. Shane’s been driving her. She has a support group meeting this evening.”
“Cool. Are you going with her?”
Nick had considered it. He didn’t like her going alone, even with Shane driving her and the extra security detail, but he wasn’t sure if she wanted him there.
“Maybe.” He opened his phone and checked the security log. No one had left the apartment since he’d taken off for a run this morning.
“You should go. Maybe you’ll learn something.”
“What are you doing?” Nick tossed back. He doubted that it was attending a support group for abused women.
“I was going to see if I could come up with some names of document men in Little Italy for Roland, then head over to the hospital for a while. I have some presents for the kids.”
That reminded Nick. “I forgot to tell you. I started talking to Chuck about gaming, and I kind of agreed to make a game for the kids. I sent the developers over there on Friday to play with the kids and get some ideas.”
“Cool idea. We have sketches, any initial designs? I’d like to see it.”
“Yeah.” Nick punched a few keys and pulled up the server where the developers were working on it. He opened the game and walked Milton through the preliminary designs for the initial levels.
“This is great.” Milton’s fingers twitched, like he wanted to take control. “We should take this over to the hospital. Blake can come as well.”
Nick ran a hand down his face.
Milton smacked him in the back of the head. “What is your problem?”
“I love her,” Nick snapped back. “I love her so much I’m fucking crazy. Happy?”
Milton shrugged. “What’s the big deal? You’ve always loved her.”
“No.” Nick shook his head. “Before, it was under control. We were friends. I loved her, but she was my friend and I could love her and not worry that one day she’d be gone from my life, that I would drive her away . . . I could control it,” Nick argued through gritted teeth.
“Uh-huh.” Milton looked doubtful. “You may have thought you controlled your feelings, but I think you just stuffed them into a punching bag and beat the shit out of it on occasion. That’s like sticking your finger in a hole and hoping the dam doesn’t break. Let me tell you something . . . one day it always breaks.”
Nick shook his head. “You don’t get it.”
“So explain it.”
“No. Just go work on what you can find out about Keenan. Roland’s checking with Interpol to see if there’s any data on the woman he has with him.”
“Are we going to the hospital or not?”
“Yes,” Nick snapped. “Later. Just go.”
“Touchy. Okay, I’m going. Don’t forget to invite Blake.”
Nick felt a growl rumbling in his throat. He needed to go for a run.

Blake thought about knocking Nick out, tying him up, and demanding to know what his problem was, but she wasn’t entirely sure how she would go about it. He was a difficult man to sneak up on, and he always seemed to be aware of her on a visceral level.
Even when he was avoiding her, he seemed to be aware of her. Yesterday he’d left at the crack of dawn for a run . . . not so unusual. But he hadn’t come back for breakfast and he’d come home late, after she’d already given up on him and gone to sleep. He’d said he was working late, trying to figure out Keenan’s location, but she just didn’t buy it. This morning had gone the same way so far. He was gone when she woke up, sending her a text message with a good-morning and an admonition to stay in the apartment unless it was absolutely necessary that she leave. No one had mind-blowing, world-altering sex and was just suddenly too busy to see the other person unless avoidance was the goal.
The question was why. She didn’t remember saying anything she hadn’t before. She hadn’t pushed him for a response or demanded that he love her back. So why would he freak out now?
“Irritating man,” she muttered to the cat. The maid was at the house, cleaning the bedrooms and giving Blake disapproving looks. Blake ignored her and painted her toes bright pink, her third color in as many days. She’d also finished all her schoolwork and had read a book on successful charity organizations. If they didn’t find Keenan soon, she was going to say to hell with hiding and let Nick try to protect her while she went back to her real life. Well, real with the exception of Nick being her lover. She wasn’t going to give him up now.
“Miss, is this yours?”
The maid, a young Brazilian woman with gorgeous glossy black hair, held out a small shopping bag with BERGDORF GOODMAN written across the bottom. Bergdorf’s? She’d thought Bergdorf’s was only in New York.
“Yes, thank you,” she replied, curious to see what Nick could possibly have purchased from the exclusive department store. He wasn’t exactly a world-class shopper. She had to force him to buy Christmas presents.
The maid set the bag on the end table next to where Blake sat on the couch and went back down the hall to finish cleaning. Blake waited until she had left to pick up the bag and reach inside. She pulled out a white box with a gold seal that read JAR, BOLT OF LIGHTNING. It was empty, but it smelled like the perfume that Nick had anointed her body with.
Curious, she looked inside the bag again and saw ribbon and a receipt. Plucking out the receipt, she turned it over and gasped. Surely not. Surely he hadn’t paid that much for perfume. The ink was faded, but she could make out the date, nearly ten years earlier. What had he said . . . that when he’d smelled it, he’d thought of her? Ten years ago he’d bought a perfume at an exclusive boutique with her in mind and he’d never given it to her?
What the hell? He’d been thinking about her this way even then? Her lips parted in astonishment, she traced the design on the top of the box. Nick. She thought his name, and, to her surprise, felt her throat close.
Shaking the feeling off, she picked up her phone to ask him about it and realized that she had a voice mail from Milton. He’d left a message telling her they were going to the hospital to show the ideas for Nick’s game to the kids, and did she want to come?
He’d said “they” were going . . . so Nick was going. And he hadn’t called her. Oh, it was so on.
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IN THE BACK of the limo, Milton kept looking from Nick to Blake and back again as Shane drove them all to Boston Children’s Hospital. Blake had deliberately invaded Nick’s space when she’d joined them, sliding in next to him on the seat and kissing his cheek. He took her hand in his, but he didn’t meet her eyes.
Milton, wearing a hideous tropical-print shirt that he must have picked up on vacation, grinned at her.
“I told you not to cut your vacation short,” she said sternly, narrowing her eyes at him.
He spread his hands the same way he did when he was showing an audience that he didn’t have anything up his sleeves. “It was Regina’s idea. She was getting bored, and she missed the kids.”
Blake didn’t doubt that was true. Other than Nick, Regina was one of the most driven people she’d ever met. “Is she at the hospital today?”
“She’s not working, but she’s meeting us there.”
“That’s good.” Blake liked watching Milton and Regina together. In some ways, they were as odd a pair as she and Nick. Milton was always in motion, always doing something, and almost every thought in his head seemed to come straight out of his mouth. Regina was quieter, more thoughtful, but was often too serious.
Blake slid a glance to Nick’s hard profile and frowned.
“Did Nick tell you he adopted a kitten?” Blake turned to Milton with a smile that might have been just a little evil around the edges.
Milton’s eyes widened. “Bullshit.”
“He did,” Blake confirmed and patted Nick’s knee with her free hand. She thought she could hear his teeth grinding.
“You didn’t mention that earlier.” Milton didn’t bother to hide his grin as he looked at Nick.
“I didn’t adopt it. I picked it up temporarily.”
Blake laid her head on Nick’s shoulder, thinking about the perfume. Ten years. “He’s in denial.”
Milton nodded as if that made perfect sense. “It’s where he lives.”
“Speaking of denial,” Nick said pointedly in Blake’s direction. “We found a document dealer in Little Italy today who says he made papers for Keenan and a woman, and that Keenan mentioned he intended to leave the country within the week, so whatever he’s planning, he’s planning it soon.”
Blake stopped smiling and her hand clenched around Nick’s. He squeezed back, and she took a deep breath.
With a frown at Nick, Milton explained, “We had some help from Interpol, and we’ve told your Detective O’Halloran the names that they intend to use, but it’s still possible that he had other aliases made as backups.”
“So we still don’t know where he is right now?”
Nick shook his head. “No, not yet.”
“But Roland’s looking right now, and we’re going to keep looking.” Milton seemed determined to stay positive, especially since Nick was being such a grumpy bastard.
“It would make sense if you stayed home and didn’t go to the shelter tonight,” Nick added, finally meeting her eyes. “Just in case. We need to talk, anyway.”
Blake couldn’t decide whether she wanted to kiss him or smack him around. Preferably both. She wasn’t going to like what he was going to tell her in this little “talk.” She could tell that much already.
“I’m going,” she said stubbornly and released his hand. “Rosa will be there. I’ll be surrounded by people. Everything will be fine.”

Tuesday wasn’t the usual day that Milton visited the hospital and performed tricks for the kids, but the entertainment room was still filled with the majority of his fans. Chuck, the kid who liked knots, came over to talk to Nick, who’d elected to stand in the back of the room while Milton and Regina passed out presents from their vacation in the Caribbean. Blake knelt nearby, talking to Emily, who was smiling broadly even though she sat in a wheelchair.
Chuck nodded at the laptop that Nick had carried out of the limo. “The game ready to try?”
“We have a short test version and the initial designs, but we need to add more levels, sketch out some additional characters, and go through testing. I brought it for you to take a first peek at it, though.” Nick held out the laptop. “Give it a shot.”
“Yeah? Awesome.” Chuck took the laptop and hurried to a nearby table, calling to a couple of the other kids.
Nick followed and stood behind them to watch, directing them on how to log in and start a new game. At one point Blake and Emily joined the boys, and the two of them offered their own opinions on how Nick and the other developers should make changes. By the time Milton joined the crowd, several small arguments had broken out.
“Okay,” Regina called out and held up a hand. “I think we need to come up with a plan. We’re going to take turns. Who’s going to volunteer to write down ideas for changes?”
Nick watched as Regina and Blake organized the kids into groups. Milton came over to stand beside him. He was smiling at Regina as if she were the most beautiful woman in the world. Do I look at Blake that way?
“You know, this was my crowd you’ve stolen.”
Shrugging, Nick waved a hand at the group of kids. “I should have brought more copies with more laptops. I wasn’t expecting them to all want to play with it.”
“It’s a cool game, but more than that, they know that they are helping to build it, so it makes it theirs, you know?”
“Yeah, well, I got the idea from you.”
Chuck handed the game over to someone else and came back to Nick. “It’s pretty cool, but I have some ideas for how we can add levels.”
“All right.” Nick walked with Chuck to a nearby table and sat down with the kid.
Twenty minutes had gone by before he looked up from the notes he was taking. Milton was helping some kids with a new magic trick. Regina was helping Emily draw something on a piece of paper, and Blake was . . . Blake was nowhere to be found.
Nick stood quickly and looked around, searching for her blond hair amidst the kids and the odd parent or nurse who had stopped by to hang out. Someone had picked up pizza at some point and the air smelled like pepperoni.
Nick glance down at his watch. Three o’clock. They’d been at the hospital less than thirty minutes.
Walking over to Regina, Nick tapped her on the shoulder. She looked up, her big dark eyes wide in her pale face.
“Regina, have you seen Blake?”
“I think she went to get some drinks, but she may need some help carrying them.”
Nick looked at the glass walls that separated the entertainment room from the main hall, but he didn’t see her. “Be right back. I’ll just go see if I can help her.”
“You do that,” Regina replied with a small smile.
Nick stalked out of the entertainment room in the direction of the cafeteria, cursing her for going off by herself. Doesn’t she know how to listen?
He was almost to the cafeteria when he heard her laugh. She was walking down the hallway toward him with a man at her side. A handsome doctor with gray sideburns, carrying a cooler full of drinks.
Nick felt every hair on his body stand on end. He didn’t say anything. He just stood there waiting, feeling like every muscle in his body had clenched tight.
Blake didn’t notice him standing there for a few moments. When she did, she smiled, tossing her hair. “Hey, Nick, some of the kids were thirsty.”
Nick couldn’t unclench his teeth enough to speak, so he just nodded.
A slight frown gathered between her eyes, but she gestured to the doctor walking beside her. “This is Dr. Miller. He’s been filling in for Regina while she was gone.”
When they were within a few feet of him, they stopped and the doctor set down the cooler, seeming a little uncertain. Nick managed to get his arm to move, but his body remained stiff, unyielding. “Good to meet you, Dr. Miller. Nick Cord.”
Blake raised an eyebrow at him, clearly asking him what was wrong, but he ignored her and shook hands with the doctor, restraining himself from squeezing. He was under control, damn it.
“Nick’s a friend of Milton and Regina. He’s one of the owners of Accendo.”
“Nice to meet you,” Miller said with a touch of wariness in his eyes. Good.
“Can I help with something?” Nick offered, releasing the doctor’s hand. “I can take the cooler so you can get back to work.”
The doctor glanced at Blake, who’d put her hands on her hips and was staring at Nick like he’d sprouted horns.
“Sure.” He gestured to the cooler at his feet. “I guess I’d better. Blake, it was great to meet you. Maybe I’ll see you around sometime.”
“Yeah, maybe,” Blake agreed, but she hadn’t taken her eyes off Nick. She waited until the doctor had disappeared down the hall before she said, “What the hell is wrong with you?”
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BLAKE TRIED TO enjoy hanging out with the kids after Nick’s behavior in the hallway, but she couldn’t help but send glances his way every so often. He tried to hide it, but he was rigid with tightly held emotions. Milton had noticed, as had Regina.
Blake wanted to drag him outside and demand that he talk to her, but realized that it was neither the time nor the place to have a fight, which was what this was shaping up to be. Some kind of fight involving her talking to a doctor at the hospital. Her stomach felt knotted and the tops of her shoulders ached with tension. It wasn’t the same as the way Carlos had treated her, but it felt similar, like he was somehow finding her at fault. She’d understood on some level that he was jealous—he’d mentioned hating that she worked as a waitress, but she hadn’t known his feelings were that strong. She’d been in arguments with Nick before, but she’d never seen him like this.
They left the kids after they’d been there about an hour. Milton and Regina took Regina’s Bentley and Nick and Blake climbed into the backseat of the limo.
This time Blake didn’t cuddle up to him. She sat on the seat across from him and waited. He looked at her once and the coldness in his eyes made her shudder. She looked away, hunching in on herself, until she realized that she was behaving like she had with Keenan, and Carlos, and Phillip, watching him warily and trying not to draw his attention. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. Nick wasn’t those men. There was no reason for her to be afraid of him. He was her friend and she knew him. He might be jealous, but he wouldn’t hurt her on purpose, and she was strong enough to call him on it for hurting her by accident. Her counselor explained that it was about keeping her boundaries, and not letting people—even people she loved—treat her poorly.
Swallowing, she straightened her shoulders. “Nick, tell me what’s bothering you. You’re freaking me out.”
A muscle moved in his jaw, but he didn’t answer.
“Nick.” She moved to sit next to him and tried to take his hand in hers. He allowed it, but his body was still tense. Surely he wasn’t this upset because someone had talked to her in a hallway.
“I looked around and couldn’t find you,” he bit out. “I thought . . . I couldn’t help but wonder if Keenan had somehow gotten to you there. And then I saw you talking and laughing with that doctor.”
Blake hadn’t meant to scare him. “I’m sorry. I should have asked someone to come with me. That was stupid. But why are you upset about Dr. Miller? He asked if he could help me carry the cooler and I said yes.”
“He wanted you.”
Blake shrugged, uncomfortable with the way the conversation was running, but not willing to entertain his idiocy. “Maybe. Who cares?”
He looked at her, and his eyes were no longer cold, but blazing with heat. “You were flirting back.”
Blake felt herself getting angry. She was not fucking doing this again. Not again. “I was being myself. He offered to help and I let him.”
Nick looked away from her, but his fist had curled into a ball in his lap. “I know. I know that, but when I saw him talking to you, I—”
He whipped his head back in her direction and she flinched automatically. His face paled. “This is why I knew I shouldn’t fuck you. I want you every minute. I want you next to me, touching me, and no one else to lay eyes on you. I am a fucking madman and you deserve better than this.”
“You’re right.” She lifted her chin. “I don’t deserve to have you angry because someone spoke to me. I don’t deserve to be treated like I did something wrong.”
He nodded. “Like I said.”
She put a hand on his arm. “But if this is a problem you have, we can work on it. You would never hurt me. I know that.” He wouldn’t hurt her, but it was a problem. One that would undoubtedly take counseling if it wasn’t going to end up hurting them both.
His eyes rested on her for a long moment, but she could tell that she hadn’t convinced him of anything. “You would get tired of it. You would figure out that you deserve someone who doesn’t have all this emotion tearing around inside. You deserve someone better. I knew it even before today.”
“You’re afraid,” she said baldly.
When he didn’t respond, she leaned over and took his face in her hands, making him look at her.
“I get that you’re afraid,” she whispered more gently. She didn’t mention what she’d already figured out—that he loved her. “But let me tell you something I’ve learned. You can’t let fear rule your life. Not fear of being alone, or fear of someone hurting you, or fear of losing someone. You know what it does, Nick. You’ve seen it with your father.”
His eyes burned. “That’s why I tried to stay away from you. I don’t know if I can control it.”
“You don’t have to.” She dropped a soft kiss on his lips. “You just have to acknowledge it and let it go.”
“That easy?”
“Imagine we’re sailing,” she said softly. “We’re sailing on that little dinghy you like to call a boat and the sun is shining.”
“Blake.” His hands reached up to grasp her upper arms.
She kissed him again, molding her lips to his this time. He resisted at first, but after a moment he gave in and kissed her back desperately, his hands sliding into her hair.
Blake shifted so that she could climb into his lap without breaking the kiss. She didn’t want to lose him, didn’t want to lose how she felt, how this felt. Even knowing he had this issue, knowing it would be a problem, she felt strong enough to handle it, to help him with it. He loved her. She knew he loved her.
Glad of the partition that Shane had wisely put up when he’d seen their expressions on leaving the hospital, Blake wriggled on Nick’s lap, wishing she’d worn a skirt. He was hard beneath her, she could feel him even through both their jeans.
His hands slid to her hips and squeezed, making her gasp, and he took the opportunity to find the bottom of her T-shirt and tug it over her head. He didn’t take it off, though. He left it so that it trapped her arms behind her, and bent his head in between her breasts, burying his face between them as his hands cupped either side and his thumbs stroked her nipples through the padding of her bra.
“Nick,” she begged. “Please.”
She wasn’t entirely sure what she was begging for, but as long as he didn’t stop touching her, she didn’t feel as afraid that he would change his mind and push her away.
He drew down one cup of her bra, exposing her nipple, and bent his head to capture it in his mouth, sucking strongly at it while she gasped and thrust her hips forward. The other breast received the same attention, until her nipples were red and distended, glistening with the wetness of his mouth.
He was staring at his handiwork, weighing her breasts in his hands, when Blake lost patience. She slid down out of his lap and went to her knees between his legs.
He tried to stop her, but she managed to free her arms from her T-shirt, and unfastened his jeans, easing the zipper carefully over an impressive erection until he sprang free, hard and pulsing.
Bending her head, she took him in her mouth and tasted, letting her lips brush the sensitive tip. When he groaned, she used one hand to brace herself against his thigh and gripped the base of his cock with the other. As the limo rolled gently down the road, bouncing occasionally, she slid her mouth up and down his cock, keeping her lips taut and pressed tightly against his pulsing flesh.
“Shit, Blake. Baby, you have to stop. I’m going to—”
She knew what he was going to do. She could tell by the way his hips were rising and falling, by how quick his breathing had become. She moved more quickly, taking him thoroughly, not letting him go for a moment, and when the base of his shaft began to pulse, she opened her throat and drank every drop of the hot proof of his desire for her.
When she’d wrung every last drop from him, she sat back on her heels and considered him. He was more relaxed, but his eyes were still bleak.
Blake felt tears sting her own eyes. “Nick.”
“We’re almost home,” he said, interrupting her. He fixed his pants so that he was once again covered and held a hand out to her. “Come on.”
Blake ignored the hand, locating her shirt, drawing it over her head, and fixing her bra. With a sharp, frustrated curse, she climbed back into the seat as the limo pulled up under the garage of Nick’s apartment.
“I’m going to have Shane take me to the office.” Nick’s gruff voice sounded distant and far away, like the wind was snatching it. “I have a few things I need to do, and I’ll drive the Subaru home. He should be back in time to take you to your support group meeting, if you still want to go.”
Blake was having trouble believing that he thought he could just ignore what had just happened. “Aren’t we going to talk about this?”
“Yes.” He cleared his throat. “Tonight, okay? We’ll talk about it tonight.”
Blake wasn’t sure she’d gotten through to him, but she wasn’t going to give up. They could talk tonight, and the night after, and the night after that, but she wasn’t going to let him put her in a safe little compartment of his life where he didn’t have to feel.
“All right, Nick. Tonight.”
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ROLAND WAS WAITING for him when Nick stepped off the elevator at the office, the sleeves of his shirt rolled up and his dark blue eyes concerned.
“Milton told me something happened at the hospital. Was it Keenan?”
No, it had been him. He’d scared her. “No,” he said shortly, and moved past Roland to head for his office.
Roland followed him.
“I don’t feel like talking,” Nick muttered.
“Too bad.”
Ignoring his friend, Nick walked around his desk and took a seat, but he didn’t turn on his display. Roland took the chair across from his desk and put one ankle on his knee like he intended to get comfortable for a nice, long chat. Roland looked prepared to wait him out until the end of time if necessary.
“I’m no good for her,” he said finally. “I saw her talking to someone—this doctor—and it was like I completely lost control of myself. I hated it. I hated her talking to him. This is why I always kept my distance. I can’t not feel this way about her.”
“Hmm . . .” Roland pressed his palms together and put the tips of his fingers to his lips. “What did she say about it?”
She’d sucked his cock, Nick thought a little wildly. She’d taken his cock inside that beautiful mouth and drank him down, even licking her lips a little when she’d moved away.
“She said that she deserved better.” That was true. She’d said that. “And she’s right.”
Roland tapped his fingers against his lips and looked expectant. “What else did she say?”
Nick shrugged. “She said she knew I would never hurt her, and that if this was a problem I have, we could work on it.”
“So, you don’t want to do that?”
Nick clenched his teeth. Even if he learned how to be with Blake and managed this flood of emotions that seized him whenever he thought about losing her, she deserved someone who didn’t have issues like this. After a while, she would realize that as well, and he would be left alone to deal with the wreck he’d become. “She’ll realize that she doesn’t have to settle for me. She can find someone who doesn’t have this issue.”
Roland dropped his hands and sat back, tapping his fingers against the arm of the chair. “Let me get this straight. You think she deserves better and you’re convinced that one day, no matter what you do, she’ll realize that and leave.”
It had happened before . . . over and over again when he was a kid. He knew exactly how it would work, every time.
Nick nodded.
“You’re a fucking idiot,” Roland said in disgust, standing up. He left Nick’s office and shut the door.
Nick blinked. That was it? Roland was just going to leave with that?
A minute later the door opened again and Roland stood there with boxing gloves draped around his neck and his gym bag in hand.
“Get your stuff. We’re going to have a chat while I beat some sense into you.”

Blake held Missy in her lap and sat slowly on the edge of Nick’s bed, shaken by what had just occurred. It had been so much like what had happened with Keenan, with Carlos and Phillip—the questions, the accusations. He’d realized that he was being unreasonable, of course, and he was Nick, but how could he just give up like that? How could he just decide that what they had wasn’t even worth trying?
Was he right? Was she deluding herself into loving yet another person who didn’t deserve it? No. She knew him. She wasn’t going to doubt herself.
The kitten purred beneath her fingers—she was probably hungry. Numbly, Blake stood and carried her into the kitchen.
While Missy ate, Blake changed into comfortable clothes and her motorcycle boots in case it rained, as it had been promising to all evening. She located her coat and purse and sat on the couch while she waited for Shane to return and take her to the support group meeting. She felt strangely numb, and didn’t even smile as Missy dashed into the living room with the mouse toy in her mouth, dropping it and pouncing on it in turns.
Her phone beeped. Shane was downstairs.
Blake caught Missy after several attempts and put her away into the kitchen before heading to the elevator to go downstairs. As she walked through the apartment, she realized how much she had grown comfortable there, how easily she could imagine sliding into real life with Nick, hanging out with him in the evenings, going sailing, playing with him in bed and out of it.
She loved him. But she’d thought she loved Keenan, and Carlos, and Phillip. Was he right not to trust her love, not to believe that they could work on anything together, including her fear and his jealousy?
Blinking back tears, Blake straightened her shoulders as she rode down the elevator. Maybe someone at the support group would help her figure it out.
Most of the employees at Accendo had gone home for the day by the time Nick and Roland had changed and stood together in the impromptu boxing ring. It was nearly five o’clock, and Blake would be on her way to her support group, where they would undoubtedly tell her that she should end her relationship with him immediately.
Nick wasn’t sure why Roland wanted to box, but he was glad for the distraction, glad for the excuse to expend some of the murderous rage that had overcome him at the sight of that doctor’s leering face.
Roland walked to the center of the ring and Nick met him, hoping that his friend was prepared for the fight. Roland swung and Nick ducked, jabbing at Roland’s side, but his friend dodged away from the blow.
“So you got jealous,” Roland said.
Nick threw a punch at Roland’s head, only to be blocked and suddenly fighting off a combination of punches that had him taking several steps backward.
“Yes,” he snarled. “I’ve always been jealous. I’ve wanted to kill every man that has touched her for ten years.” He stepped forward and tried his own combination, kneeling slightly to aim for Roland’s side, trying to get in under his guard.
Roland blocked him and took a swing at Nick’s head, but hit his glove instead.
“But you haven’t. You let her make her choices.”
“That was before.” Nick faked a left hook and tried to go for the body, but Roland was there again, dodging away and using his longer reach to aim for Nick’s head.
“You think something’s changed because you’ve slept with her?”
“No.” Nick stepped back. “She told me she loved me.”
Roland mimicked him, stepping back as well and dropping his arms. “And that’s a bad thing because?”
Nick didn’t know how to explain it, so he lifted his fists again and rushed Roland. “Before, I didn’t have a right to how I felt. She wasn’t mine,” he snarled and let loose with a rapid combination that had Roland blocking continuously to avoid getting punched in the kidneys.
“I hate to break this to you,” Roland gasped. Both of them were covered with sweat and already panting. “But no one has a right to how they feel. We just feel. You were jealous then, and you’re jealous now. That’s your problem, not hers.”
“I know it’s my problem.” Nick punched at Roland again. “I’m trying to tell you that.”
Roland stepped forward with an uppercut, which Nick blocked, but then he ducked and jabbed at Nick’s side too quickly for Nick to anticipate, and he stumbled backward, gasping.
Roland looked darkly satisfied. “No one is disagreeing with you. It’s your problem, but telling Blake that she’s better off without you is a fucked-up way of dealing with it.”
“She is.”
“Let her decide that, asshole.”
“She can’t be trusted,” Nick shouted and stopped suddenly, realizing exactly what he’d just said.
“Ahh.” Roland smiled. “There we have it. It’s not that she can’t be trusted with other men. She can’t be trusted to stay and work with you. She can’t be trusted to love you. Why not, Nick?” Roland taunted him. “You think because she’s made a mistake before, she’s making a mistake now?”
Nick turned away. “She is.”
“Will anyone ever love her as much as you do?”
No, Nick answered silently. No one will ever love her as much as I love her. No one ever could.
“Doesn’t she deserve to be loved like that?”
Nick nodded, still turned away. “She deserves everything.”
“And don’t you, Nick? Don’t you deserve to be loved?”

The shelter was even more crowded than usual when Blake arrived for the support group meeting, and she had to weave her way through several families before she was able to get to the cafeteria where the meetings were held. Rosa was already there, as was Angela, looking faintly irritated.
“Oh, good, you’re here,” Rosa said when Blake drew close.
Blake lifted an inquiring eyebrow.
“Could you help Angela bring in the refreshments? She’s brought fish and pasta for everyone from where she works. I have to greet a new family that just arrived, and everyone else is busy.”
Blake blinked in surprise. Somehow she hadn’t pegged Angela as the type to go out of her way to help. “Yes, of course.” She looked at Angela. “That was really nice of you.”
The woman shrugged. “My boss said it was okay. A big group canceled on him this week, so he had extra supplies.”
“Where is it?”
Angela nodded to the kitchen, where a back door opened to an alley wide enough for delivery trucks.
“My boss’s van is back there. The food is probably getting cold.”
Blake knew that she wasn’t the reason the food was getting cold, but she still somehow felt that Angela was implying that Blake was definitely to blame. Swallowing her irritation, she gestured for the woman to lead the way.
As soon as Angela’s back was turned, Blake rolled her eyes at Rosa, who gave her a tolerant smile.
Angela walked quickly for such a small woman, and Blake had to hurry to catch up as she marched through the kitchen and out the door. Irritated, but trying not to show it, Blake shoved the door open, only to gasp in surprise when someone much bigger and taller than Angela put a cloth-covered hand over her mouth.
Blake smelled something sickly sweet and cloying, and then the world went dark.

Nick stared at Roland. “That’s a bullshit question.” He started unlacing his gloves with his teeth. Worthy of love, his ass. Roland had been watching too much fucking Dr. Phil.
“Is it?” Roland looked smugly superior as always.
“Yes, it’s bullshit.”
“I don’t think so. I think you’re afraid. No woman has ever loved you, no woman has ever stayed, and you think it’s because you deserve it somehow. You think that you’re like your father. Well, news flash, asshole, you’re not your father.”
“I’m like him,” Nick snapped. “I look like him. I act like him.”
“You’ve never hurt a woman in your life, and you’d certainly never hurt Blake.”
“I’ve already hurt her,” he muttered. She’d flinched away from him in the car like she thought he was going to hit her.
“You smacked her around?” Roland said casually.
Nick jerked. “No, of course not.”
“You threatened to?”
“No, but I scared her. That’s not much different.”
Roland nodded. “You’re right. You’re not perfect and you have shit to work on. So does she. Don’t you think you’d be better off together since you fucking love each other so much?”
Shaking his head in disgust, Roland removed his gloves and threw them to the side of the room. “I’m done trying to talk sense into you. You want to wallow in misery the rest of your life, be my guest.”
Roland stalked away, sweat staining the back of his workout shirt.

Nick tried not to think about what Roland had said as he drove back to his apartment. What did Roland know anyway? He’d never been in a relationship, never even claimed to want one. So what made him a goddamn expert?
Scowling, Nick parked the Subaru and headed to the elevator. He’d gotten a text from the security company a few minutes ago. Blake had arrived safely at the support group meeting. He was certain they would tell her what he already knew, that she was better off with someone who wouldn’t lose his temper every time some asshole flirted with her, someone who wasn’t terrified that she would leave.
The apartment was dark and quiet when he came inside, but he could smell the subtle remnants of the perfume that he’d put on her. She was everywhere, touching him, her green eyes smiling as she told him she loved him.
The kitten mewled from the kitchen, and he saw her tiny white paws stretching under the double doors.
He opened the doors abruptly and she backed up quickly, her back arching.
“Easy, Missy.” He bent down and let her sniff him. “It’s just me.”
Her tiny pink nose touched his finger, smelling him, and he must have passed her test because she pranced toward him, already purring.
He picked her up, surprised that she seemed a little heavier. “Blake’s been taking care of you, huh?” he murmured. Petting her, he went back into the living room and sat down on the couch, restless. What had he done before Blake? The house seemed too quiet without her questions and the sound of her fingers on the computer as she did her schoolwork.
The kitten stayed on his lap for a moment, then leapt down unexpectedly, attacking something under the couch.
Thinking it was her toy mouse, he reached under the sofa and pulled out the blue rope that he’d teased Blake with the first night she’d stayed with him. The cat had clearly been having a good time with the tasseled end; her little claws had undone the bindings and the separate strands of the braid were unraveling.
“Looks like your toy has seen better days, Missy.”
For lack of anything better to do, he picked up the rope and carried it into the dining room. He had some extra rope he could use to secure the end so that the cat could continue to play.
Turning on the light, he wandered over to his table covered in knots. He ran his fingers over them, touching the blood knots that he’d tied, unconsciously tracing the two different colors of rope that he’d secured together, binding them into one. Shaking himself, he picked up some thin rope, holding it against the one from the living room to compare the diameters. It would do.
With practiced ease, he began wrapping the end of the fraying rope with a series of half hitches, tying a neat French whipping around the end, securing back down the strands that had come undone. His father had done this on the ship a thousand times, fixing a rope that had come undone, showing Nick patiently, again and again, how to make the knot. Nick had shown it to Professor Sherman once, when the rope tie the old man been using to hold his refrigerator closed had begun to fray, and the man had been fascinated. He’d had Nick demonstrate again and again, and then show him additional knots.
“They’re perfect,” the professor had explained. “Controlled, beautiful. Like math. They have a specific purpose.”
Nick had never thought of them that way until then, but that had been the start of his habit of tying knots. They relaxed him.
With every bend and wrap, the rope in his hands became more secure while the stew of emotions inside him slowly escaped the careful bonds he’d tied around them. He was unraveling, his fear making his heart clutch and his hands shake. Roland was right. He was afraid. If she stayed, she would see that he was a mess, confused and jealous and insecure, and she wouldn’t love him.
But she was Blake, as flawed as the frayed rope he held in his hand, secured with knots that were both beautiful and tough. Tough and strong and in love with him. He was an idiot.
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BLAKE DIDN’T KNOW where she was, but it smelled like fish and gasoline. Her arms were tied behind her back and her legs were secured at the ankles. She wasn’t blindfolded, but it was dark. She thought she was in some kind of storage room, but something was strange about it.
Dizzy and feeling a little sick from whatever drug they’d used to knock her unconscious, she lay still and tried not to throw up. Angela, that bitch. She must have been working with Keenan.
Anger flooded her, clearing her head a little more, and she struggled into a sitting position, trying to relax and breathe even though she’d been tied much too tightly for comfort. Thanks to Nick, she didn’t panic, but breathed slowly, trying to relax into the bonds rather than fight them.
Nick. She closed her eyes. God, let him find her. Surely the security firm had seen something, a plate number. She wished she’d let Nick continue tracking her phone. Shrugging her shoulders to relieve the pressure, she became aware of the strangeness again, a subtle rocking motion beneath her.
She was on a boat.

Nick lifted his head when he heard his phone ding. He’d left it in the other room. Feeling at peace for the first time in forever, he carried the repaired rope into the living room and tossed it in the direction of the kitten, who pounced on it like a miniature tiger.
He reached for his phone, only to have it immediately start ringing. It was the security company. Heart racing, he answered it, already picking up his keys.
“What do you mean, she’s gone?” His voice was low and dangerous and quiet. He headed for the door, slamming it behind him and punching the button on the elevator repeatedly. This couldn’t be happening. Not now.
“What did Rosa say?”
He stepped into the elevator and rode down impatiently, listening as the security officer on the other end explained the situation. By the time Nick reached his car, he was livid.
“Describe the girl.”
Blond. Green eyes. Short. Just like the description of the woman who’d been accompanying Keenan. Damn it.
“Call Roland and Milton. Explain the situation and tell them I’m on the way to the shelter, and then call me back. I believe I have a way to track Ms. Webster.”
Nick hung up and pulled up the app that he used to track Blake’s phone. The small blue dot blinked for a minute as it searched for a signal. Finally, the words NO SIGNAL FOUND blinked on the screen and Nick cursed. Damn Keenan.
Dropping the phone into its compartment, he started the Subaru and pulled out of the garage more quickly than he ever had in his life. For once he wished he owned one of the ridiculously fast cars that Milton and Roland drove.
His phone rang. He picked it up and answered without looking at the display. “Did you get a hold of them?”
“Hello, Nick,” a pleasant baritone voice answered. “Missing something?”

Light flooded the small room where Blake was being held, and she blinked rapidly, her eyes watering. Angela crossed in front of her, no longer dressed in the baggy clothes she’d been wearing earlier. She’d changed into tight army-green pants and an even tighter T-shirt. A gun was strapped to her hip, and she wore heavy black boots and a thick black belt with small metal spikes. Her makeup was different as well; dark liner outlined her lids and her lips were painted bloodred.
“Angela,” Blake spat. “Abused wife, my ass.”
The woman gave her the same disdainful look she had in the shelter. “Like you were ever abused,” Angela sneered, clearly doubting that anyone could match her own experience, but Blake saw that there was a cut at the corner of her mouth.
Blake knew that Keenan had done it. She also knew that the reason she and Rosa had been easily fooled was because Angela was abused; she just chose to deny it. Or she thought she deserved it. Either way, it was Keenan’s fault Blake was here.
“Where’s Keenan?”
“He’s busy, but don’t worry. I’m sure he’ll want to talk to you real soon.”
Blake looked around the room where she was being held. It seemed that whoever owned it liked to fish. Fishing gear and supplies were hung on three of the walls, including nets and spikes and various hooks. Several red gas cans were sitting near one of the shelves, full of gas if the sloshing sound was any indication. Well, that explains the smell, Blake thought nonsensically. She wondered if Keenan intended to kill her and set the ship on fire. It seemed like something he might do.

Nick’s grip tightened on the phone in his hand. “Keenan. Where is she?”
“That’s what I called to tell you,” Keenan said cheerfully. Nick remembered this about him: he was always the most cheerful when he was hurting someone.
“What do you want?”
Keenan chuckled. “Now, now, Nick. We both know how beautiful she is.”
Nick knew that Keenan was just fucking with him. He knew it, but the thought of Keenan touching her, hurting her, was enough to have rage tightening his body.
“She is beautiful. I repeat: What do you want?”
“Right now she’s tied up. Helpless. I can do anything I want to her. That’s how she likes it, right, Nick?”
Nick ignored him, ignored every horrifying word coming out of the man’s mouth. “I repeat: What do you want?”
Keenan laughed. “Well, there is something I find slightly more attractive at the moment, something that you can get for me. Maybe we can make a trade, Nick. What do you think of that idea?”
Nick thought that Roland had been right. Keenan had been after MOMENT all along and had simply decided to get revenge on Nick and Blake at the same time.
“How do I even know you really have her or that she’s alive?”
“Well, that’s easy. I could cut off a piece of her if you like and leave it somewhere.”
“You’re going to give her back to me unharmed, do you understand that, asshole?”
Keenan was ominously quiet for a moment. “You do know that you’re not the one in charge here, right, Nick? You know that at any time I can simply put a bullet in her head and poof, just like that, she’ll be a pretty corpse left for that sweetheart of a detective to find.”
He knew more about what they’d been doing to catch him than Nick had realized. Of course he’d been having Blake followed, but perhaps he’d been having Nick and Roland followed as well. His phone beeped, undoubtedly the security company on the other line. He ignored it and drove a little faster, hoping Roland and Milton had gotten the message.
“Let me talk to her,” Nick said in a calmer tone. “Let me speak to her so I know she’s alive, and then I’ll get you anything you want.”
“Anything I want?”
“Yes,” Nick agreed, clenching his teeth. “Anything.”
“How marvelous.”

Blake felt the knots at her wrists with the tips of her fingers. They were clumsy, thick things. Nothing like what Nick would tie. They’d been tied too tight at her wrists, cutting off some of the circulation, but she thought she could get them loose, given enough time. The question was: Would she be able to free herself before they did something to Nick or Roland or Milton? She knew he intended to use her as a bargaining chip. She wasn’t sure how she knew, but she knew. Keenan had always used people for his own ends, used what they loved, what they needed.
“This isn’t going to work, you know,” she said to Angela. “You’re both going to get caught.”
“Shut up,” the girl muttered and checked her phone.
Blake saw the way the girl anxiously regarded the phone, saw the hesitation as she replaced it in the pocket of her pants.
“He’s not here right now, is he?” Blake realized. If Keenan was gone, then it was very likely that Angela and her gun were the only things keeping Blake on this ship. Narrowing her eyes, she thought she could take her, especially if the woman was distracted.
“He’ll be back soon.”
“What are you going to do if I decide to leave, Angela? You going to shoot me? Then who will be your bargaining chip?”
“I’ll shoot you in the leg,” Angela snapped. “Now shut up.”
Blake shut up, for the moment. She looked around, hoping there was something loose that she could use to cut the ropes free. She didn’t see anything that wasn’t attached to the wall, however.
Angela’s phone rang, and the woman jumped up as if she’d been tasered, pulling it out of her pocket.
“She’s still tied, Keenan. Did he answer?”
Angela glanced at Blake. “Okay. She knows the number?
“Okay. I will.”
Angela moved so that she was squatting close to Blake, but not close enough that Blake could head-butt her and try to get away.
“You’re going to give me your boyfriend’s number, and I’m going to hold the phone so you can tell him you’re doing fine, that you’re alive, and that we haven’t hurt you. Yet.”
Blake wanted to spit at her. “And if I don’t?”
“Then I will hurt you.”
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THE PHONE RANG with another unknown number as Nick was pulling up behind the SUV used by the security detail. A cop car was parked nearby, as well as Roland’s Mercedes. He answered it immediately, but didn’t hear anything but silence.
He listened carefully, hoping to hear some clue as to where she might be held, but he could only make out a faint clanking. It sounded familiar, but it wasn’t anything he could place.
“Blake, is that you?”
“Talk to him,” he heard a woman’s voice say, though it was faintly muffled.
Silence. And then a sharp smack. Nick tensed. “Blake, baby, if that’s you, then just talk to me, okay? I need to know that you aren’t hurt.”
“It’s me,” Blake said. She sounded a little garbled, like she had something in her mouth.
“Are you hurt, baby? Have they hurt you?”
He could hear the other woman’s voice again, more clearly this time. “They haven’t hurt me, but they will if you don’t cooperate. I’m betting they will even if you do cooperate.”
There was another loud smack.
Roland finally noticed him and came over with Detective O’Halloran at his side. Nick covered the phone with his hand. “It’s Blake. Keenan wants MOMENT
and he has Blake captive.”
“You’re talking to her right now?” the detective asked.
Nick nodded.
The detective turned to Roland. “I’ll see what I can do about getting a trace put on the number, but the FBI hasn’t arrived yet. I don’t have any way of recording this call.”
Roland nodded. “I have someone I can call.”
“I’ll bet,” she said shortly and stalked off, already holding her phone to her ear.
Nick only half listened to the conversation. Blake was arguing with Keenan’s woman and was getting smacked around because of it.
“Blake,” he said loudly. “Don’t give them an excuse to hurt you.”
“I’m not hurt, Nick,” Blake said, but she sounded out of breath. “I haven’t felt this good since we went sailing last weekend.”
Another loud smack, and the line went dead.
“Blake? Blake?”
Nick looked at Roland, whose face was a grim mask. Roland held up his phone. “We’ll pair them.” He nodded to the phone in Nick’s hand. “Quick, before he calls back.”
“I think she’s on a boat,” he told his friend. “Start checking the harbor first.”
“I will. You should have the pairing request.”
Nick read Roland the code that would allow their phones to pair together just in time. The phone rang again, and Nick knew that it would be Keenan.
“She shouldn’t have said that. Now we’re going to have to move and this will all take so much longer. The longer it takes, the more I’m going to hurt her. Do you understand that, Nick?”
“I understand,” Nick said. They were hurting her, and if the fury in Keenan’s voice was any indication, they intended to hurt her more. She’s tough, he told himself. She’ll be okay.
“I’m guessing Roland is listening now as well, and soon the police, no doubt. So we’re going to do this my way, the fun way. As soon as I hang up, you are going to throw your phone away and start walking toward Quincy Market.”
“You know they’ll follow me.”
“I do. I’m counting on it.”
Keenan hung up. Nick dropped his phone on the ground. It bounced on the concrete and landed a few feet away, nearly invisible in the darkness. He hoped Roland was paying attention.
He started walking, wondering what Keenan could possibly be planning. The market would be the worst place for him to show his face. There were cameras everywhere. Of course, there were people everywhere as well. Potential hostages or cover.
He walked until he could hear the crowd in the marketplace. It sounded louder than usual, not the happy excitement of shoppers and tourists, but yells, and the sound of screams. Two cop cars sped past him, lights on and sirens blaring, and a feeling of dread settled in his stomach. What had Keenan done?
He kept walking toward what sounded like screaming and crying, his hands at his sides, looking in all directions in case Keenan tried to get the jump on him.
He reached Congress Street and saw that cop cars were blocking off the road and holding pedestrians back from entering the marketplace, their lights flashing in the dark.
He paused and a nearby officer saw him. “Get back. This is an active crime scene.”
Nick stepped back, looking for another way around, and another cop approached him. “We’re clearing the area,” the voice said gruffly and grabbed Nick’s arm.
Nick jerked his arm away with a sharp, snapping motion and opened his mouth to say something. Keenan’s handsome face looked back at him. He was holding something that looked like a joystick in his left hand.
“Remember this?” Keenan said quietly. “Do exactly what I say and no one else will get shot.”
To his horror, Nick remembered very clearly. Back when Nick was at MIT, Keenan had suggested that Nick didn’t have the mechanical know-how to build a remote-control firing mechanism for a multi-round gun. To prove him wrong, Nick had built a computer-powered weapon that could be fired at a distance using a gun that Keenan had provided. He hadn’t worked out the targeting before the night that Keenan nearly killed Blake, but when he’d graduated a few weeks later, he’d realized that the machine was no longer in his apartment.
Keenan must have fired on the crowd, killing or wounding God knows how many, and he was threatening to hurt more.
“Let’s go,” Keenan prompted. “Walk south quickly.”
Furious, his fists clenching and unclenching, Nick turned and walked.
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“COME ON.” ANGELA dragged Blake to her feet. “We’re moving.”
Blake struggled to stand with her legs tied. “Just how do you think I’m going anywhere?”
The girl pulled out a pocketknife and bent to cut the ropes at Blake’s feet, moving too quickly for Blake’s numbed legs to kick out at her. The girl repocketed the knife and pulled out the gun.
“Now move.”
Angela herded Blake up a narrow staircase and onto the deck. Blake couldn’t see much beyond some old junk and piles of nets. There was only one light nearby, on a pole at the nearby dock. Angela ignored Blake’s hesitation and shoved her forward until they were close to the small enclosed cabin of the boat.
“Sit there and shut up.” She pointed to an empty section of deck. Blake gingerly lowered herself to the damp, fishy-smelling wood. It seemed like the boat had been painted white at one point—some sections glowed faintly brighter than others—but most of it had peeled off, exposing darker wood. She leaned her back against the cabin and listened as Angela called Keenan again.
“You have him? We’re on our way,” Angela said and turned on the engine. A cloud of smoke rose bluish gray in the light. The roar didn’t sound anything like the kind of engine Blake would have expected for this rotting heap of a boat.
Blake tried to keep from falling sideways as Angela throttled them forward, heading God knew where. Wind slapped against Blake’s skin and salt water stung her eyes and the cuts on her face.
You have him.
Nick, Blake thought desperately. Please be okay.

They walked several blocks away from the lights and sirens before Keenan forced Nick into the back of a black passenger van that was parked on a dark and quiet side street. As Nick stepped up inside the vehicle, he heard a loud clicking sound accompanied by an electric buzz. He tried to leap away, startled but suddenly aware of what was about to happen, and then he was falling forward, smacking forward on his face, his muscles paralyzed. Keenan had tasered him.
He felt Keenan secure his hands behind his back with zip ties and then his ankles were being secured. Still unable to move, he heard the slide of the heavy door being shut behind him.
The driver’s door opened and Keenan climbed inside while Nick lay helpless, his face pressed against the rough carpeting of a floor mat.
“Don’t worry,” Keenan told him. “You should be able to feel your arms and legs again in a few minutes.”
The engine started and a faint green glow emanated from the dash.
“I couldn’t have you attacking me while I drove, and involving anyone else seemed like too much work, don’t you agree?”
Nick ignored him, struggling to get his limbs working by force of will. He could escape the zip ties given enough time, but not while paralyzed.
“I heard you really took to martial arts after I left. I had no idea you would be so dedicated to such a physical endeavor. I imagine you thought that would help with a woman like Blake.”
Keenan snorted. “Women like Blake need to be controlled, but they care more about money than a powerful body. You probably figured that out, smart as you are. It’s too bad I’m going to ruin all your fun.”
Looking back at him, Keenan smiled. “You’re going to get that software program for me, and I might . . . might . . . let Blake go with all of her pretty features intact.”
Keenan pressed on the gas and the van shot forward with a roar. Nick tried not to let impotent rage distract him as he struggled to keep his balance with the motion of the van. Blake would not be hurt. She wouldn’t.

Half an hour later, Nick had regained most of his muscle control, but he was still tied when Keenan stopped the van and got out. Cursing, Nick struggled upward, but when Keenan slid the door open, he could see that the gun was already in his hand.
“I’m going to cut your legs free so you can walk, but if you move while I do that, I will shoot you in the head and rape Blake next to your corpse before I shoot her as well.”
Nick ground his teeth, but held still while Keenan cut the ties that bound his legs. His body didn’t seem to want to work correctly; he felt weak and unable to control himself, but he managed to climb down from the van with only a little assistance from Keenan.
“Good job. Must be all that training,” Keenan said snidely. “Come on.” He jabbed Nick’s side.
The air smelled like the sea, so Nick knew they were near the water. Keenan had parked the van near what looked like a small abandoned fishing pier. There were no other cars around, but there was a boat pulled up alongside, a single light shining from inside the cabin. He could see someone moving, but it wasn’t Blake.
He wondered with a cold feeling in his stomach if Keenan had taken her somewhere else.
“Move,” Keenan ordered.
They made their way down to the pier, Nick stumbling occasionally on the rough and broken pavement. The wind snapped, sending him off balance with his hands tied behind his back, and only a sharp jerk from Keenan kept him upright.
“Nice boat, isn’t she?” Keenan asked.
Nick blinked. He couldn’t see much of it, but it looked like something his father had used to catch cod in the eighties.
“Down below, I have everything you need to help me break into Accendo, so you don’t have to worry that you’ll be working with inferior tools.”
“What a relief,” Nick muttered.
They walked several more hundred yards before they reached the pier, which swayed and creaked with every gust of wind. Some of the boards were missing and Nick had to watch carefully for fear that he would trip and send himself into the water.
Angela came to the edge of the boat and held a gun on Nick while Keenan half shoved him on board, sending him sprawling into some rotting nets.
A sharp cry had him looking up. He could barely make out the seated shape of Blake, her blond hair shining in the faint light.
“Blake, are you okay?”
“Shut up.” Keenan kicked him. “You can speak to her after you’ve gotten me the software.”
He hauled Nick to his feet and forced him down a ladder into the hold.
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BLAKE FLEXED HER wrists, trying to loosen the ropes that held her hands tied behind her back. She knew she could get free given enough time. Angela had stationed herself nearby, but her attention seemed to be on the men below. The boat swayed beneath them, knocking against the pier, and there was a thump from below. What the hell is Keenan doing to Nick?
“He doesn’t love you, you know,” Blake said carefully, feeling the knot around her wrists with the tips of her fingers. Bless Nick for teaching her about knots.
“What do you know about it?” the girl snapped, barely looking over her shoulder at Blake. “He said you betrayed him.”
Blake laughed outright and the wind picked up the sound and carried it away. “I betrayed him? Honey, I never betrayed him. I helped the bastard. I betrayed my friends.”
“Whatever. He needs me.”
“Maybe.” Blake shrugged her shoulders, glad for the darkness and Angela’s lack of attention. She almost had the bend she needed to loosen the knot. “He’s good at needing someone, but he doesn’t care who it is, as long as they focus on him and don’t expect anything in return.”
Angela stepped closer to her and put the muzzle of the gun a few inches from Blake’s face. “Shut up.” The hand holding the gun trembled visibly.
Blake shut up and focused on the knot behind her. Below them, she could hear Keenan laughing. Never a good sign.
“He’s going to kill me anyway, you know. Both of us. He may even make you do it,” Blake added. It seemed like something Keenan would do, if only to prove how much power he had over someone. “He’ll break you down until there’s nothing left of you.”
The girl stood and backhanded Blake across the face with the gun. “I said to shut up. Just shut up. Neither one of you is getting off this boat.”
Blinking, Blake ignored the fire in her cheek and licked the blood off her lower lip. She had managed to hook her thumb into one of the bends. She just needed to loosen it. Bent nearly backward, her thumb already felt like it was about to burst out of its socket. Her hands were going numb.
Calm. Nick had shown her how to breathe, how to stay calm. Knots required patience. Patience, time, and practice. Crazy, stupid man. God, she loved him.
“You’re wrong.”
The girl looked smug. “We’ll see.”
Tears stung Blake’s eyes, but she ignored them. She was going to get out of this before Nick finished helping Keenan break into Accendo, and definitely before one or both of them were killed.

Below, in the galley, Nick sat at the dining table in front of a high-end laptop while Keenan stood behind him. With Blake’s life in the balance, he’d logged into Accendo’s network and was pulling up the MOMENT
software, hoping that Roland and Milton would get the message. He’d deliberately tripped the holes they’d left in the security, holes that were actually the code equivalent of poacher’s knots. You went in, but you were caught, and what you saw wasn’t actually what was there. They were pieces of art, actually, code so beautiful that he hated that they’d been created just to catch this asshole.
“I know what you’re doing,” Keenan said suddenly from behind him. “Clever. Roland always thought he was so clever. I see that I need to get Blake down here to properly motivate you.” He tapped Nick on the shoulder with his gun.
No, not Blake. He wouldn’t be able to think. Nick shook his head. “You don’t. All right, I’ll get you what you want.”
“Oh, I know you will, especially when I wrap some rope around her throat again and start tightening. How long do you think it will take for her to strangle?” Keenan sounded almost boyishly curious.
Nick gritted his teeth.
“Angela,” Keenan shouted. “Bring Blake down here for me, darling. And bring some rope.”

Blake had loosened the first bend and was working on a hitch when she heard Keenan’s shout. Her eyes shot to the girl’s.
“You don’t have to do what he says,” Blake tried again, frantically working at the knot behind her.
Angela stood, tucking the gun into the waistband of her pants. “I want to do what he says,” she said fiercely and picked up a length of rope from a hook on the cabin wall.
“Come on.” She took out the gun and waved it at Blake again. “Get up.”
Blake deliberately took her time, making a show of balancing awkwardly as she stood. She’d loosened the ropes enough to get her hands out, but she had to make Angela believe she was still tied as she climbed down the steps to get below. She held the knot in place and walked forward, letting Angela prod her in the direction of the stairs.
Wind slapped her in the face as she crossed the deck, and the boat rocked violently. Ropes creaked, and there was a sharp crack as a piece of the pier broke away.
She reached the staircase to the deck below and swayed as she made her way down the steps, Angela at her back.
Keenan was waiting in the dinghy galley, near the open storeroom where she’d been held. He’d turned on a light, which emitted a sickly yellow glow. He looked nearly the same as he had when they were young, but the cruel twist to his lips had worn a permanent line next to his mouth, and the laugh lines that would have been attractive on someone else seemed to be cracks in an otherwise handsome mask.
“Blake, darling, come on over here.” Keenan beckoned, waving her toward him. “I need you to help me with something.” Keenan had that sweet tone in his voice, that congenial warmth that had fooled so many people so many times.
Blake met Nick’s eyes. He was furious. And terrified.
Swallowing her fear, Blake started forward. Keenan had a gun. She couldn’t just break free or he’d shoot her or Nick. And then there was Angela with a gun behind her. Angela, who wanted to do what Keenan said. Blake had never been like that. She’d done what he said because she thought she’d loved him, not because she wanted to obey anyone.
Still holding on to the ropes that held her wrists, Blake approached Keenan warily. When she was close enough, he took her chin in his hands and turned her face from side to side.
“Oh, my. Angela, did she make you lose your temper?”
“She never shuts up,” the girl muttered in response.
Keenan nodded. “True. You never did know when to shut your mouth and be quiet, did you? You always had to say something.”
Blake spat in his face.
He backhanded her so hard that she fell on the floor, away from Angela, and made sure to turn her body as she fell, hiding her hands. While she was on the floor, she freed herself, twisting her wrists and catching the loosened rope in her fists.
Nick was shouting and Blake looked up through watering eyes to see that Angela had the gun pointed at him.
“Throw me the rope,” Keenan ordered Angela, and she tossed it to him. He stuck the gun into his pants at the back of his waist and uncoiled the rope, wrapping it around one fist. Bending, he grabbed a handful of Blake’s hair and dragged her upward by it, making her cry out. Blake kept her hands in place behind her back, holding on to the rope with a death grip.
Using his other hand, he reached around her neck and gripped the loose end of the rope about two feet from his other hand, wrapping it around his fist, and pulling back so the rope was taut around her neck. Her scars burned as the rough material dug into her skin.
“Please, Keenan, don’t,” she begged, sobbing. She wasn’t entirely faking. She didn’t want to relive the moment when she hadn’t been able to breathe, when her throat had been slowly crushed by the tightening rope in his hands.
He rubbed her cheek with his rope-covered fist. “That’s what I like to hear . . . begging.”
With a flick of her fingers, Blake dropped the rope she was holding to the floor. When he looked down, she jerked her head back into Keenan’s face and moved like she’d been taught, stepping back quickly with her right foot, between Keenan’s legs, and twisting, slamming her elbow into his nose. Blood spurted, covering her as Keenan stumbled back. Blake helped him out with a little push, shoving him away so that he fell backward over a table.
“Keenan,” Angela screamed, running toward him.
Nick seized Blake’s arm. “Come on, baby, run.”
They tore up the stairs and across the deck, stumbling over the debris toward the dilapidated pier, Nick pushing Blake in front of him.
Blake heard shouts behind them and a sharp crack and whine. Nick cursed and stumbled, falling forward against her and sending them both tumbling over the edge of the boat and onto the dock, which cracked beneath them.
Nick tried to shield her, twisting his body so that he took the brunt of the fall, but Blake landed mostly on her elbows, sending splinters from the rough dock into her skin.
Crying, she rolled over to see Nick’s white shirt turning dark, blackness spreading in a stain that seemed to start in his shoulder and move downward. Blake scrambled forward and put her hand over the hole in his chest, trying to stop the blood, knowing that Keenan was coming after them.
There were more shots, these even louder, but they seemed to be coming from a different direction.
“Nick,” she screamed and tugged on him, trying to get him up, just as the sound of a powerful motor roared. Exhaust filled the air around her and Keenan’s boat tore away from the dock, pulling free of the mooring and taking a big chunk of the damaged pier with it, shaking both of them and making them roll closer to the edge.
That’s when she heard them. Shouts. And sirens, coming closer.
She looked up and saw blue and red lights flashing and dark figures running toward them.
She stood, waving her arms. “Help. He’s shot. I need help.”
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NICK KNEW HE was in a hospital even before he opened his eyes. The air smelled like antiseptic and there was an annoying, but reassuring, beep beep beep of the machines monitoring his various bodily functions.
Someone was also in the room with him. He could hear breathing and smell the faint scent of perfume and flowers. Blake.
He opened his eyes slowly, expecting to see her smiling face. The bruised and battered visage he saw made him cry out and reach out to touch her, a move he immediately regretted. Cursing, he breathed deeply in an effort to ease the pain.
Beneath the bruises, she was scowling at him, her eyes hard and her arms folded over her chest. Her arms were bandaged as well. What had happened to her arms? Behind her, balloons and get-well baskets filled the room.
“What the hell were you thinking putting yourself behind me like that?”
Nick swallowed with difficulty. “Can I have some water?”
She grabbed a purple plastic cup with a lid and a straw from the table nearby and handed it to him. “You were nearly killed. I have never seen so much blood in all my life.”
Nick remembered the smell of blood and the coppery taste in his mouth.
“What happened?” Nick croaked.
“You were shot and Keenan got away,” Blake said bitterly. “And Angela with him.”
“Good to see you awake,” a voice said from the doorway. Roland, wearing a suit as usual, strolled into the room carrying a stuffed kitten. He held it up casually. “I thought you might be missing your newest houseguest. She’s currently staying with Regina and her sister.”
Nick blinked rapidly and held out a hand. Roland set the stuffed animal down next to a bouquet of Gerbera daises and walked over to Nick’s bed, stroking a hand over Blake’s hair as he passed.
Roland took Nick’s hand. “What’s up?”
“How’d you find us?” Nick knew there hadn’t been enough time to track the traps he’d sprung, not considering how far Keenan had driven away from the market.
Roland shrugged. “Well, I was just as worried about Blake as you were, so when I found out Keenan might be behind the initial hack of Accendo, I put tracking devices into her purse, her phone, and those stupid motorcycle boots she always wears.” He half smiled. “You almost screwed me when you took her shopping, but luckily she made the right clothing choice for getting kidnapped.”
Blake glanced down at her feet. She was still wearing the boots, though Milton had brought her a change of clothes. “I always knew that these boots would save my ass one day.”
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Four weeks later
NICK WAITED IMPATIENTLY outside the bar for Blake to leave and head back to her apartment. How long did it take to close out a shift on a slow Thursday evening? His shoulder ached and the cat he held was getting restless inside her carrier.
He’d gone back to work today, hoping that Roland would have found out something regarding Keenan’s whereabouts, but he’d disappeared again, and Angela with him.
The door to the Hairy Lemon opened, and Blake came out dressed in her work uniform as usual, but she’d taken down her hair and let it fall around her shoulders.
She saw him immediately and stopped, a slight smile coming over her face in the spotlights that highlighted the sign above the entrance to the bar.
“Are you following me?” she asked in her husky voice.
“Yes,” he answered simply. “I wanted to ask you something.”
She walked toward him, her gaze puzzled as she looked at the bag he carried. “Your bag is moving,” she said and laughed when a loud meow seemed to respond to her voice.
“Missy.” She looked up at him with a wide smile. “You got her back from Regina’s sister.”
“Apparently she didn’t get along that well with their cat El Greco, so it was easier than I thought it would be.”
“Good.” Her lips twitched. “So you’re feeling okay?”
“No,” he answered shortly.
Her brows drew together in concern and she took a step closer. “What’s wrong?”
He waited until she was within reach and caught her hand, pressing something against her palm.
She hesitated. “Nick.”
“Just look at it,” he urged.
She did, opening her hand and looking at the small ring. She picked it up. Woven of tiny threads of gold, the ring was a designed to resemble a rope secured with a French whipping knot; he’d designed it himself.
“Nick, no. This isn’t . . .” She paused. “I love you, but we’re not ready for—”
“I’m not asking you to marry me,” he said softly.
She exhaled, but her voice held a note of disappointment when she said, “You’re not?”
“Not at the moment.”
“Then what are you asking me?”
“I’m asking you to take a chance again. I’m not perfect and I have a few things to work on, but I miss my friend, my lover, my fellow cat owner. I miss you. And I want you back messing up my quiet peaceful world.”
“That’s what this means?” She held up the ring. “All that?”
“It’s a promise. No matter how many times we break and unravel. No matter how often we hurt each other, I will always be there to hold you together.”
Tears had gathered and pooled in her eyes, but she was smiling widely. She slid the ring on her finger and held out her hand.
“And if you can’t do that, you could always tie me up.”
He chuckled and took her hand. “There’s always that.”
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